( VAPTER
1

Elizebith ran and fell and scranmbled up and ran and fell again.
The fresh-fallen | eaves and tilted sl ope were treacherous un-
der the slick soles of her boots. Naked branches of branble

and scrub oak clutched at her, tearing and cutting, pricking
her a thousand tinmes about the face and hands and neck. The
giri slipped once nore on a leafy rock and fell, banging her
knee. She knelt, clutching her leg and crying silently. Letting
the tears flow hel ped the pai n—+n her knee. anyway. Her
heartache was sonet hing el se.

Bith was tall and dark, slimand soft, with fl owi ng brown-

bl ack hair and eyes that were al nost |um nous. She wore a
dark outfit of shin and pants with a deep blue cl oak over all.
Around her mddle was a wi de yellow belt that nmatched her
fine-tool ed boots. The belt's grinning devil-face buckle and
dozen small pouches marked her as a magi c user

The girl tried to quiet her breathing enough to hear the
pursuit. Far down the ravine could be heard the cursing of
men as they thrashed through the dark underbrush. Bith didn't
know how many there were, but there were enough to conb

the ravine easily w thout mssing her. She | ooked up at the
fading light. The days were short now Scaly branches made
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a spider's web that |aced the overcast twilight. The brush was
so thick it was like | ooking up through a latticework basket.
Even where she crouched there were branches reaching for

her soft skin. She hadn't known how thick the brush grew up
this ravine. She should have found out, she berated herself,
she shoul d have teaned her own neck of the woods' It was
stupid to not know what lay at the head of this ravine. Did it
open into neadow, or nore forest, or drop down again to

nore brush? She shoul d have found out before now, now

when she was fleeing and | earning the hard way. The | esson
for today. Live and | earn, she thought bitteriy. Learn or die.
Sonewher e bel ow her a man barked an oath. Her heart fl ut-
tered. He was cl ose. She pinched her knee into nunbness

and crept uphill through the branbl es-

In truth, she hadn't lived in her tiny ranshackle cottage

| ong enough to | eam where nuch of anything was. Living

al one nmeant so nuch to do- Fetch water, tend the fire, check
the snares before the foxes got to them gather roots. This
was why nen had wives and the wealthy had servants. It was

an all-day affair just to keep fed and warm There was no
time for exploring. O reading or studying or having any fun
It had been a long time since Elizebith had done anyt hi ng

fun.

And here she had to minister to the wants and needs of the
peasants who sought out the "witch." Mre wants than

needs, but who was she to tal k? The reason she was so cl unsy
at fetching and carrying and cooking is that she'd never done
it for herself until recently. If only she'd known how happy
she was when she was happy! She had been such a little giri.



A spoiled little girl. Never wanting for anything. She would
gi ve anything now, even her soul, just to be able to sit quietly
and not run, run,run

Yes, the peasants had come. They wanted a cure for a

t oot hache. A love potion. A physic to flush a baby fromthe
wormb. A curse fora prosperous neighbor. Elizebith did what

she coul d. A toothache received the inner bark of the slippery
elm But it was only a tenporary cure. A |love potion was
canphor oil applied tb ne hair of the | oved one, acconpanied
by "good thoughts.” It was a nostrum The physic to be rid

of a baby was mineral oil. The poison killed the woman as
well if she took it inproperly. The curse could be anything
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as long as it was vile: hate added the rest. But she had known
she couldn't keep it up for long. People hated witches. (It
was a mark of the peasants' ignorance that they couldn't tel

wi tches from magi ci ans.) They hated what a witch could do,
even as they asked her. They wel shed on payment unl ess you
took it beforehand. And they waited until the |last mnute,

and that had been Bith's undoing. Wile a couple had not
hesitated to nake the long journey to her hut to save a cow,
they always waited until a daughter was at death's door before
lifting a finger. This time it had been too late. Bith had tried,
but the child had died within hours. The grieving parents had
bl aned the witch. She shoul d have known. Her nother had

war ned her tinme and again that hel pi ng peopl e al ways brought
puni shment. But she hadn't expected it to happen so soon

Here she was, fleeing for her life.

Bith rose and pressed through the brush, uphill. It was very
qui et up here, and there was no wind. Was the ravine closing
in? The slopes at either hand were not just grass and | eaves,
but crunbly | edge. The sides were steep and not thirty fee
apart. Maybe she'd pass through this cut soon, then she could
run on the flat. Though she couldn't run much farther—she
was al nost spent. A lifetime of sailing a cockleshell on a

| ake and readi ng romances had not prepared her for a rea
outdoor life. She put her hand agai nst one rocky slope for
bal ance. It remained quiet. Had she | ost then? She coul dn't
see very well. The sky was faintly |lum nous but this ravine
was bl ack as the inside of a bucket. Suddenly she bunped

her nose into another rock wall. An outcroppi ng? She groped
with her hands. No, a turn in the wall. Then her heart sank

This was the head of the ravine. A rocky wall all around,
a stone box. A dead end. The slopes had to be twenty feet
hi gh on three sides. The only way open was downhill

Bith junped at the stone cage around her and found no
purchase. Her fingers were too weak. And she couldn't see
anyway. What to do? Junp like a nmountain lion? Fly away?
She al nost | aughed. Her mind was playing tricks on her
Not hi ng useful came to mind. Nothing. The slimgiri fell to
t he ground and sucked air in great wacking sobs.

She was trapped. Her captors nmight as well be running up
a tunnel at her. Except they weren't captors. They woul d kil



her when they caught her, probably tear her to pieces. They
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woul dn't even drag her back to the village to burn. Was that
better? She doubl ed over, fear and fatigue overwhel mi ng her
She hugged hersel f and sobbed.

A horned ow brushed overhead with a hoo, startling her.

Had she been asl eep? WAs that possible? Bith wi ped her face
with filthy hands and took a deep breath. She felt strangely
better. She was all cried out. Did that nean she was ready to
die? On the contrary, she was beginning to feel angry. Angry
at these stupid, ignorant people who hunted her for no rea-
son. The peasant girl had died this norning, true, but not
fromBith's lack of care. She simered with fury until her
ears grew warm She'd get themif she could, with the bl ack-
est magic she could conjure. But where were they?

She cocked an ear down the ravine and listened. Al was
quiet. Crickets chirped far off, the | ast before the snow
Sonmewhere a badger hissed. The air was full of the snell of

| eaf mold and crushed teaberries and red sumac. Were was
everyone? Bith rose softly and felt along the stone slope. No
sound. Then she heard them A thrashing of brush. The gut-
tural growl of nmen after blood. And a new sound.

Ha- r ooooo! Hark. hark'. Ha-roooooo!

Dogs! They'd brought up dogs' She was surely done for
now. Never mind. There was one thing both men and dogs
feared. And she'd teach themto fear a sorceress, too

She found a small overhang of rock and bunped her head

getting under it. She felt in a pouch with delicate fingers and
pl ucked out a'fuzzy lunmp that crackled under her fingertips.
Wth the other hand she touched the bole of an oak tree per-
haps a handspan thick

And she waited -

As the darkness grew deeper and the sound of pursuit

| ouder, Bith, daughter of Mbdrea, thought of her old hone and
what it had nmeant. Her old honme was a nusty castle w eathed
in mst. Lake water had stretched away behind the castle, and
the front | ooked out over a hard expense of scrabble and | ow,
t ough bushes. Brinstone bubbled fromfissures along the
shoreline. Water |eaked into all the |ower roons of her noth-
er's castle. Arusty iron gate with iron spikes guarded the
door. Every battlenent had the cracked skull of an eneny
mounted on it- That evil place had been her hone for sixteen
years. How strange that she had been content there. Wuld
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she rather be there right now? She couldn't say. How strange
the way her nind worked, the mind of a spellcaster. No won-
der nortals didn't understand them They didn't understand

t hensel ves.



Hark. hark! Rowf! The bark of the dog expl oded al npst

under her feet. Bith saw a white branch whi p aside, |ow down,
at the height of a dog's shoulder. A growl sounded off to her
left. There were two dogs. They stopped. Having found her
stood still and sounded.

Ha-rooo! Rarf, rarf! Park rark, rark! In between calls the
beasts snapped and snarled at her, foam splashing fromtheir
jaws. They kept her in place and notified their undeserving
masters. The noi se was ear-splitting in the narrow defile.
Bith's hands were busy, as were her lips. She chanted, |ow
and intense.

Shouting oaths the crowmd of men burst into the ravine.
"There she is!" "Hold her fast!" "Don't |let her get away!"
Soneone called for a flint to spark a torch.

"Il give thema torch, Bith thought. She finished her chant
and with her thunmb crushed the dried firefly against the young
oak tree.

FWAASHHHH! Instantly the tree was ablaze as if it had

been steeping in a hot wind for an entire sumer. The dogs
how ed in fright. The men swore and shielded their eyes with
their forearnms. And Bith, who had kept her own eyes tightly
cl osed, bolted towards them

Hot sparks and ash floated all around them as she ducked

bet ween the cowering dogs and into the crowmd of nen. She

got between two by scooching | ow. She had her knife out and
she poked at another to get himout of the way. He shrieked
as if he'd been bitten by a dragon and tunbl ed backward,
though Bith's tiny knife had barely nicked him The nman fel
agai nst hi s nei ghbor and both went down thrashing. Bith tried
to junmp clear. How many of the bastards were there, anyway?
It wasn 'tfair to send so many after one girl! Men sw ped at
her and kicked out. A tangle of feet caught her and she fell

Cries of "Got her now" and "Hang onto her!" burst on

her ears. One man had her by the wist. She stabbed wth her
short knife but it tangled in the folds of her cloak. She bit
the dirty hand instead. It tasted of pig fat and woodsnoke.
The man let go, but brought his other fist down on her head
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with a crash. Lights flashed before her eyes. Before she could
tunmble to either side someone kicked her in the ribs. A laugh
stung her. Bith struggl ed and Sought but was powerless. Three
men fl opped onto her and mashed her face into the |leaf nold

of the forest floor. She mi ght not be hacked or stoned or
burned to dead). She m ght snother. The panic cane back

so bright it burned her brain even as the tree burned the night
sky.

Far away she heard a man scream It was not a |augh or a
shout, but a screamlike a trapped rabbit's. Then it was cut
short. But another man took it up. Suddenly the weight on
her back was gone. A dog how ed and she struggled to free
her face. \What was happeni ng?



In the flare of the burning tree Elizebeth saw a giant figure
rai se a whinpering dog high overhead. The giant had the

dog's back legs in one hand and its neck in the other, and as
Bith watched, it ripped the heavy aninmal apart as if it were a
sheet of paper. Men how ed—there was howling all around
her—as the black figure hurled the bl oody pieces at them

The chunks pi nwheel ed bl ood that rained on the villagers
backs as they ran away. They pushed each another in their

mad scranbl e down the brushy slope. The figure gobbled and
croaked madly, berating and nocking them Then it stood

still as a statue until the men's noise had faded.

Then it slowy turned towards Bith. *

The figure was huge, tall and wide. H s shape was indis-

tinct under a shaggy bearskin and floppy hat- The creature
advanced over the rocky brushy terrain with sure steps that
pressed deeply into the ground. It cane directly at her. He
can see ui the dark, Bith thought. Despite the wild dying |ight
and the snoke and roughness of the ground it could see her

as if it were daylight.

"How you?" the figure growed in the comon tongue.
"Al'l right? No hurt?'* Its grunt was painful to hear and mnust
be nmore painful to make. It reached out for her—

"I "mall right,'' she stanmered. ' Pl ease don't touch ne.’
The figure withdrewits great paw. Slowy it turned and
squatted and wiped its hands on the crushed grass. Then it

noved away.

Bith stood up and had to clutch at a tree trunk. She was
dizzy with shock and the aftennath of panic. Her knees gave
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out and she sank down, grateful for even that small respite.
The oak was all but incinerated. There was only a burning
stunp left, just knee-high. Bith didn't know many spells, but
the ones she knew she knew wel | .

Bith | ooked up. Wuld she be able to slip away fromni s-
t hi ng—hen the Iight was gone? Should she, now that he had
rescued her?

The hul k kicked out with a foot and knocked over the bum

ing tree. Then it hal f-dragged, half-carried a |l arge dead tree
to the stunmp and crunbl ed wood onto the makeshift fire. Bith
knew that the tree was dead, but the cracking sounds told her
the creature was very strong. Strong enough to rip a dog
apart, or a mmgician. Stronger than any man coul d be.

The figure squatted again and blew at the fire. Bith saw his
face for the first time. Awde, flat nose in a wide face, snall
eyes, thick brow A hint of fangs behind the thick Iips? She
knew now what this was. She had seen paintings in books in

her nother's castle.



"You're a troll."

" Hat hor . "

"No, you're a troll. I know "

"Me too. Me Hathor. Troll. CGood one.'*

Sure, thought Bith, and I'ma fond witch. She stood slowy
and edged away fromthe fire, towards the downhill sl ope of
t he ravine.

"Don't go," said the troll. "Eat."

"Eat?" Bith's stomach betrayed her. It runbled at the
t hought of food. "Eat what?"

The troll gestured with a thick finger. "Dog."

Bith shuddered. "No. | couldn't." Her stomach squeaked
so that it hurt. "Well, maybe a little."

The troll moved away fromthe fire. The bl aze was gl ow ng
merrily now, the only light for mles, probably. It made the
dark inside this ravine that nuch nore intense. Bith's |egs
trenbled. If she didn't sit down she'd fall. Mght as well be
by the fire, she reasoned. She straightened her pants and shirt,
drew her cloak around her and sat. Then she noved again to

pl unmp her back against the fallen tree- It felt wonderful to
stop movi ng.

The troll came back to the fire with the torn torso of the
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dog. He had an axe in the other hand. Bith watched warily
as he laid the carcass over the log not far from her head.

"Liver?" the troll asked. "Haunch? Brai ns?"
"Liver."

"Good." The axe cane down with a whack that split the
carcass. Two nore whacks freed a good hunk of —
somet hi ng—which the troll tossed on the fire. Bith watched
die flesh sear and bl acken. Maybe she wasn't hungry. But she
bravely fished up a stick and sharpened the end and speared
the neat. She propped it up on a rock at the edge of the fire
and held the end down wi th her boot.

More cracki ng and crushi ng noi ses sounded cl osely, then
a sucking noise. He nust be licking his fingers, she thought.
Anot her hunk of neat |anded on the fire with a squishy hiss.

The troll whonped the axe into the stunp. Bith noticed it
was not a war axe but a felling axe. A war axe was w de and
t hi n-bl aded, chased with fierce insignia, light with a short
handle so a man could wield it all day. This was a sinple



pol e axe for cutting trees. WAs that good? The troll sat by the
fire opposite her. He took off his floppy hat and set it beside
hi m

Bith studied him The troll was surprisingly human. But

she knew trolls were a type of human that had taken to caves.
O never left them This one's features were just too—swollen.
Hs lips were thick and protruded slightly. Hs eyes were
smal | and cl ose-set and recessed. His teeth were large; so
were his ears. He had no beard, but a sort of scruffy nutton-
chops. H's hair was curiously soft and fine and curly gol den-
red. A strawberry-blond troll, she thought. He wore only a
peasant's snock tied around his bl ocky body, but over it he
wore a thick cape of brown—bearskin? His fingers were thick
and coarse, with dark nails, but were ninble enough as he
poked the fire. Hi s hands had red hair on their backs, too.
Hs feet were bare and the soles thick enough to wal k on
coals. He snelt, too. Not an unpleasant odor, but alien: nusty
and cavi sh-
"You pretty." he said suddenly, and Bith jumnped. Proba-

bly tasty too, she thought. But he said nothing nore, and her
pul se settled back down.

Strange he should say she was pretty. It had been a | ong
time since she had seen herself. At sixteen Bith was stil
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devel oping, in all the wong places first, naturally. She knew
she | ooked |ike her nother, and nmen thought her nother

| ovely, so she might be. But she was tall and thin and gawky,
she thought. Coltish and clunsy. Her face was acceptabl e.

She had | ong straight hair of a color between brown and bl ack.
Her skin was pale as milk fromliving in the north country,
sprinkled with freckles the way the northern reaches coul d

be sprinkled with cornflowers in spring. Bith knew her nost
arresting feature was her eyes. She was the only human she'd
ever met—besi des her nother—who had silver eyes.

"What name?" the gruff voice asked.

"Nanme? Elizebith, daughter of —Elizebith. Bith."
"Bith," the troll tried the name. "Easy."

"You are—Hat hor ?"

"Hat hor. Thor. Hath." He followed these names with a
string of others she couldn't understand. He finished,
" Hat hor . "

"Hat hor. Good." Wonderful, she thought. One night of
this and she'd talk Iike a troll forever. "Wy did you save ny
life?"

"Voi ce. "

"Voice,' did you say?"



"Voi ce. "

"What voice?"

He put a grimy clawed fingernail —er were they just natu-
rally black?—to his temple. "In head. Tell ne cone here,
res-cue you- bDid."

"What did the voice tell you?"

"*1bld ne. Come here, save you." He speared a chunk of
burnt nmeat fromthe fire and took a bite, coals, ashes, and

all. "Never hear voice in skull before."

Bith tended her own neat. She sliced off a strip and ate it,

suddenly ravenous fromthe snell. She had never eaten dog
before. It tasted sweet. \Wen she could, she asked, "Did it
haw a sort of inperious tone, like a king's voice? Like this?

*Go. ny child, hie ye hence and ye shall be rewarded.* Did
it sound like that?"

Hat hor nodded vi gorously. "Yes, that voice. Just like that.
Qood. "

Bith pondered mat a monent, her nouth forming an un-
i' conscious pout. She too had heard a voice lately, nostly in
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her dreans or when she was distracted. It had told her to wait
or to be content or to anticipate danger or a dozen ot her
things. She had largely ignored it. A few short nmonths ago
Bith had been dragged from her mother's castle by sone in-
credi bly stupid men who thought she was Morea's hostage.
Once they had | earned she was Mrrea's daughter they'd de-
serted her, abandoned her in open country, alone and un-
arnmed, wi thout supplies. Even before then, Bith had been
haunt ed by ghosts, had her dreans ridden through and tram
pl ed on, but since her kidnapping, night and nightrmares were
synonynous to Bith. It cane with spellcasting. She had ig-
nored this new i nperious voice along with the screeching
ones and the giggling ones.

"You send voi ce?"
Bith shook her head. "Me? No. | heard it too, is all."
"Who is?"

"I have no idea. Someone who wants sonething for noth-
ing, | suppose. Isn't that always the way?"

Hat hor bit into his meat and said nothing. He swall owed
noi sily and asked, "Were bow?"

" Bow?"

He mi m cked an archer and nmen pointed at her. Elizebith



had no bow. She had only the cl othes she stood in, her magic
pouches, and an eating knife. "I have no bow "

Hat hor grunted. He got up fromthe fire and wal ked into
the dark. He returned in a nmonent and handed her a shaft.

It was an arrow. A short one with long fletching: blue and

red-streaked feathers she'd never seen before. The wood was
snoot h, alnmost |ike glass. The bead was of some cl ean steel
| onger and sharper man any razor. It felt no heavier than a
dandelion. She held it up to Hathor. "It's not mne."

"Not ?" he scratched his chin. "Not mne either."
"Well, wait,"” Bith asked. "Were did you get it?"

The troll rose and nmoved off into the dark. Qutside the ring

of firelight he bent over sonething. He lifted the bul ky object
and pointed to it. "In him" Bith gul ped. The thing was a
corpse, the body of a villager with a rusty dagger in his hand.
"Stuck here." Hathor indicated his throat. Bith shuddered

agai n.

Wth ridicul ous ease Hathor hefted the body and threw it
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up the side of the ravine and over the top. "Wl ves get it,**
he said. "Not get us."

Bith | ooked at the sheer wall. "How strong are you, any-
way ?"

Hat hor grinned for the first time. Yes, those were fangs in
his upper jaw. "Strong."

Bith slunped back to the ground with the shaft still in her
hand. She | ooked at the arrow and tried to guess where it
cane from Wo it cane from But her brain wouldn't budge
It was felling asleep, and so was she.

"Sleep," Hathor told her. "I watch."

Sure, Bith thought. The dog was di nner and |'m breakf ast.

She dragged her cloak around, |lay her hand on the ground,

and | ay her head on her arm Wth the fire in front and her
back to the large log and its reflected heat she was very cozy.
This was a pleasant place to be: better than burning or snoth-
ering or being hung. She'd rest just a noment, then sneak

away when the troll dozed off.

The last thing she saw as her eyes closed was the ugly trol
peering at the beautiful arrow A strange sight after a strange
day-

CHAPTER

2

Bith wandered the halls of the castle |ooking for her nother.



Up and down the stone passages she went. She had to

climb, for the floor slanted crazily. It was very dark inside.
Though there was light at the end of the halls, the giri couldn't
reach it. Spiders as |arge as dogs passed by. An ore skul
turned to watch her go, its enpty eyes lit with green. A door
sprang open and a pack of bl oody dogs how ed. They chased

her until her lungs burned. The daughter of Myrea ran for the
end of the hall but couldn't get there. A rushing noise rose
and rose, and water poured down the halls after her. A door
changed into an axe blade ten feet across. It swept into the
sky over her, edge down, and dropped.

Bith screanmed as the nonster with the axe | oomed over
her, ready to strike. She screamed again and covered her

eyes-
When not hi ng happened she uncovered her face. The thing
was still standing there, axe poised, a puzzled frown on its

ugly face- Then she renenbered.

She remenbered the grow y sound of pursuit close behind,
the rasping of her breath, the cold feel of the rocks as she
was trapped, the crackling of the ignited tree, the thud of
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boots into her back, the thrill of rescue froma stranger. She

sat up with a shudder and mopped rain, or cold sweat, off
her face. An early norning shower fell around her and pat-
tered gently on the fallen | eaves.

The troll continued to | ook at her. He | ooked even uglier

in the grey msty norning than he had by firelight. H's skin
was pal e but knotty and | unpy underneath. Bith wondered

how soon she could get away fromhim He grow ed at her

"Al'l right?"

Ch, that's right, she recalled. He worries about nme. And
saved ny |life. Because that voice conmanded himto. "Yes,
I"'mfine." In fact she was. Her body was wacked with

brui ses and stiff nuscles, but it was delicious to be alive-
It was a misty, wet autum norning. Birds grizzled to one
anot her about nme weat her and ignored Hat hor's whacki ng.

He chopped anot her arnful of wood and poked up the fire.

Rai ndrops hissed. The troll spitted sone white objects |ike
large slugs on a stick. Bith realized they were oyster mnush-
roonms that grew on beech trees this time of year. He hadn't
Just thrown themon the fire. He nust have |learned to spit
things fromne, she thought.

"Isn't there any nore neat?" she asked.

"Sure," he replied. "Lots." He fetched some and spitted
t hat .

"Aren't you having any?"

The troll shook his ponderous head. "No. Don't eat neat."



"You don't eat neat?" Trolls, she knew, were often can-
ni bals. She was still surprised to have woken alive. "What
was that you ate |ast night?"

The troll grinned that toothy grin. "Can't waste."
"Did you watch all night?"

Hat hor pointed to his lunpy head. "Eyes sleep. Ears
wat ch. "

n O’]. "

The two of themwere quiet during their meal, her dog neat
and- hi s mushroons, which he shared. Finally Bith wandered
off to neaten up. She wi ped her hands and face with water
from bushes, conbed burrs fromher hair. She cane back to
the fire and patted her belt- Everything she owned she wore
right here. She didn't even have a wal king stick. There were
a fewthings in her hut far down the ravine, some books, a
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candl e, a cache of white noney, but she couldn't go back
there. The brave villagers mght be waiting for her return
She woul d have to nake her way up out of the ravine and

t hrough the woods to the road. She w apped sonme cooked
nmeat in | eaves and stood up.

The troll stood up too. He kicked the fire apart and dunped
sodden | eaves on it. He cinched up his bearskin cloak and

cl apped on his floppy hat, which hid his face fairiy well. Then

he stood with the axe hanging in his hand, as ragged as a
gorsebush, as still as a statue.

"Well," she announced in a matter of fact voice, "I'IlI
guess 1*11 be off."

"Where we go?"

Bith bit her lower |ip. She had been afraid of this. "/,"
she said slowy, "am going somewhere else. /—=

"Wher e?"

"I + don't know. North, for now, | guess. Away fromt hat
wretched village. There's a town to the north, a day's hike,
know. And / have to get goi ng—

The troll shrugged. "Let's go.**

Bith sighed. She'd have to sneak off later. Wuldn't it | ook
| ovel y, she thought, her wal king down the road with this non-
strosity trailing after her. Though she had to admit no one
woul d bother her. No, nore likely they'd run scream ng. She
rai sed her hands and dropped them "All right. Let's go."



Wth Hathor's help she clanbered up and out the ravine.

The forest floor here was flat, the tree boles |arge. She could
see a long way. Wihite deer tails flickered off to her left and
were gone. Sonething grey slunk off to her right. She noticed
the body of the man killed last night. The wolves or wld

dogs had been working on it. Ribs stuck up at towards the

sky. Scavengers ate the guts first. But then, so had she with

t he dog.

The body rem nded her. She turned and found Hat hor

standing silently at her elbow. "Can you give nme a little nore
roon?" He noved off a few nore steps. "Thank you. Did

you bring that arrow?"

Hat hor produced it fromunder his cloak. The thing fairiy

shone in the norning sun. It was very short for a war arrow,
not much | onger than her forearm The netal of the head was
nore like silver than steel. Bith handed it back to the trol
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wi t hout a word. She | ooked all around, but the forest was
now enpty. She sighed and started wal king north by a little
east .

They found the road. It was just a pair of ruts w de enough
for a cart and horse. It tw sted back and forth, around the
trees. The road was as deserted as the forest had been. They
settled into a steady armswi nging tranp that ate up the mles.

The rain stopped and the sun cane out. The snell of |eaf

nmol d was replaced by the scent of grass. Bith was well -

exerci sed by m dday and sore by the afternoon, but Hat hor
noved al ong as easily as a boulder down a hill. Neither of
themsaid a word all the day long. They drank their fill at a
stream and ate their nmeat and nushroons and wal ked and

wal ked. The only people they passed were a young boy on

the road who led a cow, and a woodcutter. Neither gave the

di sgui sed Hathor nore than a curious glance. It was Bith, tal
and slimand raven-haired, who attracted their attention
Maybe her "hound" would work out. It was nice not to be

al one, even if her conpany wasn't quite human. She was
surprised to find she didn't fear himat all now. Maybe it was
because he wasn't human.

Eventual |y they canme upon fields and then a village as the
short day drewto a close. Fromtheir perspective on the out-
skirts it | ooked to have sone two dozen small houses and *

mar ket pl ace, which neant there had to be at |east one inn

with a tavern. That was the place to go, Bith thought, to find
| oose tal k and | oose change. And food. But she wouldn't be

able to get any dunb fanner to share his meal w thout him
expecting sonething in return: she woul dn't know how to

ask, anyway. Bith had led a sheltered |life, but she knew
enough about men to avoid them She had no nmoney, nothing

to sell or barter. Except perhaps her belt buckle, but that was
me only thing left fromhone. She'd not pan with it. She

woul d have no tine to work up spells, and didn't think it w se
anyway this close to that last village, not after her experiences
with the people there- Unless she was willing to sell hersel f—



she wasn't—+t was sleeping in the woods again. And eating
mast. O

"Come on, Thor. Let's take a walk. Pretend we're passing
t hr ough. "
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Hat hor grunted sonething and Bith had to ask for an ex-
pl anati on. "Horses not like nme. Smell bad."

Bith stood with hands on hips |ooking at the towmn. It was

no good to stand here, for they were attracting | ooks of their
own. Atown this small wouldn't see many magicians. O

trolls.

"That can't be hel ped. Let's walk."

They strode through the center of town, turning heads and
maki ng children point and dogs bark. They soon reached the
center. Bith took a quick | ook around the sl eepy marketpl ace.
There was an inn. The Blue-Bellied Boar, with a stable be-
hind. Horses tied before it whickered when they caught Hat h-
or's scent, but the two kept nmoving. In no tine they were
past and in the forest again. Bith stopped and ordered Hat hor
to find a place to canp.

"W sl eep night?2**

"We nap for a while. Then when it's truly dark and the
town's abed, and nen are in their cups, we'll sneak back and
raid the kitchen."

" Steal ?"

Bith flushed. "Well, yes, I'mafraid so," Quilt and fresh
anger sharpened her tongue-"! have no other way of getting
food, and it was filthy peasants like this who attacked ny
hut! They will have made of f with any noney | had! W'l
just take something back!"

The troll shrugged. "Wat you say."

Bith sniffed and followed the troll as he entered the woods.
They found a place to snuggl e anong the brown | eaves. They
made no fire and curled up to sleep

Bith awoke with a start. It was pitch black all around.
Sonet hi ng had noved and startled her. Then she realized it

was Hat hor. She woul d have to get used to waking in strange

pl aces, she thought. For soneone who, until a few nonths

ago, had awakened every morning in the same bed in the

same tower chanber where she was born, it was not easy to

accept the night and its noises. The girl pulled her cloak close
and t hought about hone.

Hat hor | oonmed in the dark |ike a dead tree trunk. "W
go?"



Bith sighed and rose. "W go."
They stunbled to the road—er rather, Bith stunbled while
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Hat hor stepped easily—-and found its white stripe in the tun-
nel of trees. Bith realized she had no i dea which direction
they'd cone from She'd have to leamto orient herself better
or get lost often. Hathor understood her confusion and pointed
a gnaried finger. "Right," Bith said, "I knew that." Care-
fully and quietly they picked their way toward town.

The noon was up. The town was washed white, especially

so after the black tunnel of the road. As soon as they got to
the edge of town a dog picked up their scent and began to
bark. That woke ot her dogs who took up the call. Bith and

Hat hor retreated. They waited until the first dog had been

ki cked quiet, "It mght be you," the girl said. "I'll see if |
can get on ahead. Wit here but cone running if | call."

"Cot it."

Whet her she was qui et enough or scentl ess enough she

didn't know, but she got as far as the inn w thout being de-
tected. Through an unshuttered side wi ndow she could see a
small |ight and hear nmen's voices in conversation—tate risers
tal king away the night. The rest of the village was silent and
bl ack. Elizebith slunk along the side wall and peered around

t he back. By noonlight she could see the back stoop of the

i nn, the woodshed, the privy and stable and smth's hut. Every
surface was splintery silver under the nmoonlight. Small doors
held the stalls closed in the stable. She heard a horse's hoof
strike hollowy as it |lashed out in a dream She could snell
manure, both horse and human, and sweet hay and stal e wa-

ter. Lightly she picked her way to the back door. The packed
earth around the steps was sticky with nud. That was a good
sign, she thought, for it meant this was probably the kitchen
door. She put her nose to the crack under the door and sniffed.
The snell of ham and salt and cooking fat and spices nade

her mouth water. No dog barked, no cat sw ped at her nose.
Gently she took the door handle in hand and pressed the

t hunbl atch. 1t gave but the door did not. Barred, she thought,
to keep out thieves. Like ne.

She eased out her knife and tried to work it into the crack
along the latch, to try and pry the bar up, but the frane was
built to prevent that. Al right then, you bastards, she thought,
try this.

Bith fished in one of her pouches and extracted a pigeon
feather. The door itself was made of planks with sonme snall
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space between, and she stuffed the feather in between the
pl anks whete she guessed the bar was. She worked it in far-



ther with her knife point. Then she set both hands agai nst the
door, cupped as if holding the bar. She whispered,

' "Up and up, float ye high

M mc the birds, nake the sky.
Li ght you be, ye canfty,

Up and up, float ye high."

She chanted this three, then four tiroes while holding onto

the invisible bar, until she thought it had failed. She thought
of the food she'd miss and how hungry she'd be, and she

gritted her teeth. Suddenly the imagi nary weight |eft her hands
and she knew it was up. She floated the bar in her mnd up

and out a hair. Then she halted the spell

The bar fell with a clatter that made her junp. Fool. she
berated herself, idiot. You should have/hated it to earth! She
wai t ed breathl essl y—her chest hurt fromall this breath-

hol di ng—but no one cane to investigate. Perhaps the door
fromthe kitchen into the front loomwas also closed. Silently
and wi th shaki ng hands she eased down the thunbl atch and
pushed the door open.

The snells fromme room washed over her, redoubling her
hunger, as she put her head inside. It was black. There was
no one inside. Lightly she hopped into the roomand felt
around for any kind of foodstuff. Her hands touched a plate
of cold greasy neat and she recoiled. Better were the bl ood
sausages and hams and cheeses hangi ng over the firepl ace.

She grabbed five objects and then realized she couldn't carry
it all. Such a glorious problem She groped around and found
an apron. She spread that and filled it with snmoked neats and
cheese, then searched for nore. Sone turnips and dried on-
ions and a bottle of something went onto the pile until she
reckoned she'd overstayed her wel cone. She plucked up the
four corners of the apron and swung the bundl e over her back
Wth a wary eye on the front room door she skipped to the
back door and hopped out and down the steps.

And crashed full into sonme fool coming in. The coners of
t he heavy apron slipped fromher fingers. The plunder
t hunped and bounced all over the steps.
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"Unh!"
"Mdes and Mthra!" Bith burst out.

The bl ockade grunted while backing up. "Wat are you
doi ng? Hey, who are you?"

"Cel out of ny way or I'Il kill you!" Bith snapped. She
started to squat to retrieve the food but then stopped, unde-
ci ded whet her she should pull her knife, snatch food, or just
run. She settled for drawing with one hand and scrabbling
with the other.

"What's going on?" It was a boy's voice, though he was
as tall as a man. "How did you get inside?"



"I will kill you!" Bith repeated. "You've ruined every-
t hing' "

I nside the kitchen the front-room door creaked open and
then sl aimmed against a table. "Wat's going on? Hey, stop
there! Thief, thief!"

Bith had a sausage or sonething in her right hand. Wth it
she batted at the boy in her way. She tried to press past him
but a hammy hand cl anped onto her shoul der. "You i np!

Stay— He howed as Bith's tiny knife slashed the back of

hi s hand. That hand di sappeared but anot her grabbed her by

t he back of her | oose hair. The long | ocks were al nost ri pped
out of her skull as she was yanked backward. She tripped and
fell, landing on her runp. The proprietor, for it could only
be he taking such an interest, steadily dragged her backwards
to keep her off-balance. Wthin a mnute there were three

| arge men around her and she was still on the floor

"Look what | caught, Bert! Lookee here! A minx after the
| arder!™”

"Heeeeey," said another man. "That's the witch from
Bl ackrock! The one we chased up that ravine! Ain't it, Ro-
gi e?"

Bith | ooked up at their frowning, beer-blowsy faces. She
coul d expect no synpathy. She was a common thief in this
town and a killer witch manother. The proprietor, in an
apron and thick mustache, still had her by the hair in a po-
sition she couldn't twist out of. In the doorway she saw the
one who'd foiled her escape. It was a brown-faced boy in
faded wool with straw in his hair. A stupid stabl eboy.

"Yeah, that is her!" said the third man. He gave Bilh a
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swift kick in the leg. "She killed Carew when she called up
that nonster!”

Bith yelled, "I didn't kill anyone! An arrow did! And you
were out to kill me for no reason!"
"You shut up," Bert told her. "We'll bumyou now fair

and square, with the whole village out to watch."

A shudder passed through Bith as if they' d doused her with
water. A day hadn't passed and she was right back where

she'd been. Only this time she couldn't rely on help. Oh, yes,
she coul d, she renenbered. She raised her voice and

screanmed, "Thor! Help me, Thor! Quickly!"

The [ ast man ki cked her again, but he swore as he did.
"That nust be her nonster!”

"Well, bar the door, you oaf! It can't break that down!"



The boy was gone. The two nmen stepped over Bith to slam

the door into place. Drunk and sl eepy, they got in each other's
way and stunbl ed over the fallen bar. They al nost had the

door cl osed when a sword bl ade slipped in between them

"Back up," a voice commanded. It was a boy's voice but

a man's tone. Bert and Rogie staggered back away fromthe

bl ade. Into the room stepped the stabl eboy. He still had straw
in his hair and manure on his boots, but he had a boss shield
and naked sword in his hands. The sword was of an ol d-

fashi oned design and pitted and the shield was scarred bl ank
but it made an inpression on the farmers.

"Cat!" barked the proprietor. He let go of Bith's hair to
wave his arns about. "Wat the hell are you doing? These
are friends of mne! Put that thing down!"

The boy Cal didn't take his eyes off the men as he said,
"Grt, get up and get out of here. Run!"

Bith took a nmonent to register herself as "G rt" and that

he was hel pi ng her escape. Then she was up and streaki ng

out the door. She paused only to snatch up a cheese and ham
bef ore she pelted around the comer. She heard himcall, "Go

on ahead, and |'11—4n/i A= H s words were cut off with a
grunt. Bith didn't care. She ran across the village, now awake
to the cacophony of barking dogs- Hal fway across nme mar-
ket pl ace she found Hat hor joggi ng towards her

"You get rood?" he croaked.
"Shut up and nm "
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They did. Qut of the village and down the inky road into
t he ni ght.

They wal ked swiftly for the rest of the night to get distance
bet ween t hensel ves and the village. By midnmom ng Bith was

too exhausted to go on and they sacked out in the woods for

a nap. Later they wal ked some nore. Bith | ooked over her

shoul der often.

In the middle of the afternoon she glinpsed soneone trail-
ing them She pulled Hathor into the bushes to one side, but
the figure was already trotting to catch up. He wore a sword
and a light pack with a shield tied atop. The sheriff? No, he
woul d be mounted. A boy's voice called, "Hey, wait up! Wit

up!"

Bith stepped into the road and bl ew out her cheeks in dis-
gust. She waited with a curious Hathor. As the boy drew even
Bith said acerbically, "Ho, stableboy. Wat do you want?"

The boy shucked his pack and set it in the road. He huffed
slightly as he | ooked her in the eye. "Well," he puffed, "
t hank you m ght be nice."

a



Bith set her hands on her hips. "Thank you for what?
Thanks to you | spilt a week's food on the ground!"

The boy lifted his chin. He was taller than Bith, with av-
erage | ooks and brown hair that escaped from under his |eather
hel met. He wore a soldier's helm baldric, scabbard, pack

and shield, and no piece of it matched any ot her piece. The
bal dri ¢ was brown, the scabbard bl ack, the pack green, the

shi el d scrubbed clean of any enblem H s clothes were plain
and patched and faded, his boots worn white. H's young face
was showi ng sone wear | oo, brown froman outdoor life with

a scar on the right side. A sword tip had nicked himon the
upper lip and continued onto his chin.

The boy had a soldier's insolence, too. He burst out, "/
saved your Hfe\ | caught a nmeat cl eaver on the back of the
head—the flat side, |uckily—ust for you! Thanks to nme you're
not ashes blowing in the wind! They were serious about bum
ing you! | could tell."

Bith shuddered involuntarily. She kneaded her hands and
couldn't look at him Uncertain what to say, she said, "Thank
you, then."
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The boy snorted. "That sounded |ike hard work! Didn't
they teach you any manners where you cone fron®"

The sorceress's daughter turned on himhotly. "Were /
cone from/ was in charge of a dozen slaves of ny very own!
When | conmanded something they did it or suffered the

consequences”

The boy snorted again and | ooked her up and down.

"You're dressed fine, all right, like a princess. But who knows
but you stole the clothes too." He gestured at the remants

of the netted cheese and sausage mat hung fromher belt. Bith
whi pped her cl oak over them He went on, "And | don't see

any dozen sl aves, just one not heat en—wahatever he is."

"He's a troll, and he'd gut you and eat your liver if I com
manded himto."

The boy stepped back and put his hand to sword. But when
he | ooked at the troll be smiled. The troll was grinning w dely
and shaking his head. "No," he growl ed, "no eat neat.

Only flowers."

Bith | ooked at her traitorous conpanion sharply. He | ost

his grin but the boy | aughed. "Ch, yes, | see how your sl aves
obey. They nust have feared your highness greatly. Quivered

at your nane when you ordered them fl ogged. "

Bith was beside herself. She snaried, "Do you know who



my mother is? She is Mirea, the nost feared woman in the
worid! And / am her daughter!™

"Morea?" The nane gave ne boy pause. He rubbed his

downy chin and | ooked her up and down again. He took in
the magician's belt and knife and nyriad pouches. Then he
shook his head. "Spellcaster, maybe. But not from behind
any Mstwall."

Bith breathed, "Wat?"
"I don't believe you."

"You—don't —bel i eve—ne? You're calling ne a liaft 1

don't believe you\ You cad\ If we were in ny native land |1'd
have the skin off your back for book covers! iy~

"But you're not," the boy retorted. "So curb your tongue
and act your age, girl."

Bith sputtered and spit and finally got out, "You—you—

st abt eboy\ You stand there with dirty hands and horseshit on
your shoes and you dare insult nme! | should, shoul d—
Qoooht" She turned and stal ked away down the road. Hat hor
QUTCASTS
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followed her silently, trailing just behind and to the right,
like a faithful dog

Bith had not gone twenty paces when she spun to her |eft
and screeched, "Were do you think you're goi ng?"

The boy | ooked bl and. "This way. You don't own the roads.
O do you? Does your nother collect a toll here?"

Bith resumed wal king. "I won't be seen walking with a

st abl eboy\ "

"No, | suppose not. A princess has a reputation to up-
hold." He was still wal king not ten feet behind her. "Funny
thing about this country,"” he nmused as if to hinself. "It's

more full of princesses than m | kmaids. Wy, you can't swi ng
a goose switch without hitting a princess sone days. Yes, sir,
there nust be a pile of queens sonewhere having babies, that
every giri you neet has royal blood. Yes sir, yes sir."

Bith paraded down the road with her nose in the air.
"Hat hor, kill him"

The troll only chuckled, a sound like flint on steel

"All right," Bith said to the air. "W'Ill leave it at this. If
any st abl eboys snelling of horsesweat are still with us to-
night, we'll cut their throats as they sleep and | eave themto

t he wol ves. "

Behi nd her canme two chuckl es,, one hunan, one trollish.



Bith stal ked al ong and dammed all men of all races.
That night the three shared a campfire.

Cal was still with them for Hathor didn't mind and Bith
refused to acknow edge his presence. Eventually though, as

t he bl ackness settled in and closed the sky around their tiny
pool of light, the silence pressed upon the giri. Cal stropped
his sword with a whetstone. It was a hopel ess job, for the old
thing was so deeply pitted it could never shine. Bith said,
"There's not much point in sharpening that thing. It's not
much of a sword. **

Cal stroked the blade. "No. It's nose-heavy and wont hold
an edge, but it's all | have. A soldier is judged by the con-
dition of his weapon."

"Did you steal it fromyour forner master?"

"No. | looted it froma battlefield. | don't knowif it fel
fromthe hand of some barbarian or was |eft by others who

24
RUNESWORD VOLUME ONE

didn't care for it, or whether it had lain there since an eartier
battle. The field I was on had seen many battles, I'mtold."

"Did you win the battle?"

"I don't know." Cal paused in his stropping and | ooked at
her bew | dered face- "That seems a strange thing to say, but
| really don't. Sometines whole armies retire fromthe field

and don't know. "

"That's ridicul ous! How can you not know if you've car-
ried the day or not?" Bith would have criticized nore sharply,
but she was wapped in this boy's bl anket.

"There's nothing nmore confusing than a battle. The old
soldiers say that. O d sailors argue that being on a ship in a
stormis nore confusing, but I don't see how it can be. Either
you're afl oat or you're not. But a battle. Have you ever seen

one?"

Bith admtted she hadn't. She alnost replied that she'd read
of themin books, but mat woul d sound foolish- In books the
hero was never in doubt as to what had happened. And he

al ways won. Hatbor too was intrigued. He | eaned forward by
the fire attentively with his huge ears seeming to point for-
war d.

The boy settled to polishing the blade with the flat edge of
the stone. His voice settled into storytelling.

"You have to understand what happens in a battle. And
before it. One day you're training and hoping to get your



chance in a battle. Then the king sends a nessenger through
the land to rouse all the knights. Your master, the |ocal knight,
makes a speech as to why we hate the so-and-sos in the next
country over. He summons his retai ners—squires, cooks,

nmen- at - arnms—and you report to the castle. | was a squire to
a knight. Sir Edric. | only had one nore year to go before
my vows. Anyway, now the laird nmakes a speech about this
ghastly eneny who's coming to kill you all and how you mnust
fight for justice and such, then you march off. And march
and march and march and march, and sone nen slip away

into nme night and go home, and some others are caught and

hor sewhi pped. And ne knights argue wi th one anot her about
what they know of the enemny, which is usually nothing, ex-
cept mat the old men know but no one listens to them which
is too bad. Some of the knights beg their lords if they can't
just buy their way out of the fight and go hone. You pick up
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nmercenaries at sonme town, filthy |ong-haired bastards who'l
steal anything not nailed down, and cut your throat if you
don't sleep light. You get to the big town, and the king is

t here, and he nakes a speech, sanme one you've heard al ready.
Sone believe it. On" you go, marching some nmore. Finally,

one day, a rider conmes gallopin' up and tells you the eneny's
in sight.

"Then everyone goes over their arnor and weapons and

makes sure their cinches are tight and edges sharp, and then
you wait. For two, three days, sonetimes. Your side sends
nmessengers to their side and they argue about where the battle
shoul d take place and what's the maxi mumthey'l|l pay for any
kni ghts they capture for ransom and a bunch of other noney
concerns. Then they announce that tomorrow will be the bat-
tle—+the big day. Unless it rains, which nmeans the ground'l

be muddy and the horses will get bogged down and maybe

hurt, which knights hate like fury. They don't care if they

| ose a hundred peasant footnen, but having to kill one war-
horse is a crime. So the next norning everyone gets up while
it's still dewy, and you wait sone nore. Sonetinmes all day
and into the next and everyone wonders what happened. You
can't eat 'cause your stomach's in a knot, you can't sleep
'cause you're worried. So you just sort of stumble around and
pick fights with your friends and fidget with your weapons.
I've seen nmen pick their arrows clean to pieces fidgeting."

Bith interrupted him "How nany battles have you been
in?"

Cal grinned. In the firelight the disjointed scar on his lip
and chin gl eanmed. Soneone had conme close to splitting his
face. "Two. The first was lucky for it was hardly a battle at
all. W cane out of the woods onto this plain and die eneny
spotted us. W& had them out nunbered three to one, so they
just funmed and fled into the woods. W peppered '"emwth a

few arrows and that was all. Still, you should nave heard the
men tell the canpfollowers what a great battle it was and how
brave they were. My second battle, well, 1'll get to that.

"Finally someone blows a trunpet and you crowd for-



ward. The lord up there on his high horse makes a fine speech
full of flowery words while a sergeant screans cuss words in
your face, and you formup. | was just a plain squire with an
old horse and ny master's spare sword. It's fanny, but for al
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the fear you get caught up in the fever. The words and the
poundi ng on shields and the scream ng gets to you and pretty
soon you're screanming along with the rest and all you want
to do is get some eneny on the end of your weapon and tear
his guts out.

"This was sonme battle, too. Lots of nen and horses on

both sides. Like you'd hear about froma bard, though there's
never been a bard on any battlefield that |I've seen. W cane
onto this rise and | ooked onto the opposite rise and there
were the eneny, and we all guessed right away we were pretty
evenly matched. So there'd be a fight, and a big one. Then

up goes the cry and we thunder forward like a giant wave,
down this hill and crash into the other fellows.

"Mars and Mercury, what a ness'. Men are screaning fit

to burst their lungs and slashing at everything in sight. They'd
chop an eneny or their best friend or their own leg if it got
inthe way. It wasn't half a mnute everyone was so m xed up

and turned around you couldn't tell friend fromfoe. Not that

it makes nuch difference

"Now you have to understand that this army is made up of

i ndi vidual |ords, nost of whom hate each other's guts. Each
lord has his own knights, and each knight has his own squire
and his own peasants. So in a battle you stay cl ose—as cl ose
as possible—+o your knight, and himto his lord. And what

with all these knights charging right and left and every which
way, and men trying to follow them you' re doing sone trav-
elling, slashing every foot of the way. And then some |ord

will get cold feet and just turn and run. O his horse wll get
cut down and he goes down and the peasants stick him ful
of steel till he looks |ike a hedgehog. Then suddenly his

kni ghts don't have a | eader anynore, or any reason to be there
except for capturing sonething valuable. The nercenaries
aren't going to get paid, so they just chop anyone they nink's
got noney in his purse. O if the lord runs away, his nen
follow, and there's a great hole in your flank. O two |ords
will forget the eneny and decide to settle a blood feud right
there on the battlefield.

"Anyway, there's this surging and fighting and snashing

and after three mnutes you're hoarse and thirsty and tired
and all you want to do is sit down and rest, but you can't, of
course. People get killed all around you, or disappear. So
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you can't really tell if you're winning or not. No one can.

al ways figured, and so did a bunch of old soldiers with scars
to prove they'd been there, that if you were still breathing



after a battle, you had won and that was that.

"And as if it weren't confusing enough, magi c makes this

mess a hundred tines worse! Sone dammed hand-waver wil |

be up on the hilltop—way out of arrow range—wi ggling his
fingers and bl owi ng snoke from sone stinking pot—and sud-
denly there are spells all over me place. The sneaky ki nd.

Li ke a horde of knights will suddenly be bearing down on

you and you duck and cover your head, only to have them
sweep over you like fog. And you realize they weren't making
any noise. O three giant nen come running at you, and they
all look alike as brothers, and are even raising their axe the
same way. My master told ne how he was once charged |ike
that, and he rode straight for the mddle giant and inpal ed
himon a |l ance, and the other two—ghost pictures, they were—
curied up and died too. Magic, pah'. And glory too."

Cal shoved his hel net back to wipe his brow He had goose
bunps fromthe menories he conjured. H s voice had turned
dark and broody, as if an o in the night had suddenly begun
to tell its sad story.

"My master knew a thing or two, but not this time. The

battle went back and forth for two hours or nore, with all of
us with our arms hanging by our sides al nbst, when suddenly
our lord was seen being carried off towards the woods. | don't
know what exactly happened—+ didn't see it—but ny master

up and blows his horn and yells 'Follow ne!'" W did, though
we coul dn”t see why. It was dark then and the battle was

wi ndi ng down. Of we went into the woods, but we didn't

find nothing. It was just sone illusion he saw, he reckoned.

"When we got back to the battle, it was over. W had | ost,

our side said, and it was our fault because ny nmaster ran
away! My master got into an argunent with another lord that'd
al ways hated him They got off their horses to swing swords
but the other bastard refused, said nmy master had di sgraced

hi nsel f. Ooh, was he nad! O her nobl e knights who were
fighting for the glory of the gods were squabbling like vul-
tures over dead nmen's goods. We got driven off the field with-
out a chance to collect any loot at all. And there was

somet hing wong with my master. | don't know what. But |
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think he believed he was a coward sonmehow. And | wasn't

too proud of nyself either. It's a damed fool who goes off
to war.

"Believe nme," he finished, "this guff you hear about bat-
tles being glorious and romantic is just that—guff. They're
not hi ng nore than a chance for some fat lord to get out of

his castle and kill a few of his hungry nouths and naybe
pi ck up sone |and or some loot in the process. Ach!"

Bith breathed. "But what happened to you?"

"Hunh? Ch, nothing. W canped that night and set a



guard, but the guards ran off. \Wen | awoke everyone was
gone. Everyone, just like that. Stole my horse, too.

"Ch, was | mad! There | was, no food, no weapons, no

master, no friends. 1 snuck back to the battlefield and picked
up this stuff—= he gestured vaguely to his sword and shield
and harness—stuff no one el se wanted. | scrubbed the em

blem off the shield with a rock and went into business for

nmysel f."
The troll asked, "Wat you nean, busi ness?"

Cal blew out his cheeks. Hunched over by the fire, he

| ooked very thin and young. "Well, after years as a page

had worked nmy way up to squire, and in one nore year

woul d have nade knight. Then in one day | was denoted

cl ear back to foot soldier- A soldier of fortune, with no for-
tune in sight.

"Anyway, | hear they're mustering some sort of arny to
the east, on the coast sonewhere. Maybe they can use one
nore hand."

Bith yawned despite her interest in his words. "That's al
you know, that someone is nustering an arny sonewhere,
and you mght join? What kind of a life is that?"

Caltus Talienson pursed his lips. "That's a soldier's life.
The pan you don't hear about in stories. Good night."

Wth that the forner squire sheathed his sword and ar-

ranged it by his right side. He put the shield on his left. He
propped his head on his helnet and | aid a noth-eaten sweater
over his chest as a blanket. In three slow breaths he was

asl eep.

Bith | ooked at Hat hor, who | ooked back as docile as a
sheep.

"Sleep. | watch," the troll said-
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"You'll get some sleep too?"

Hat hor shrugged an awkward shrug. Bith pill owed her head

on her armand pulled the blanket to her chin. She fell asleep
with the rush and cry of battle in her ears. Men screaned

and swore and died. They cursed one another and the gods.

Hor ses dashed past her and arrows whizzed above. Cal swung

a sword and | ooked confused.

Finally the night was quiet.
At mdnight a stranger was sitting by their fire.
CHAPTER

3



Cal's first thought was "Vanpire!™"

Sonet hi ng woke hi mup. He'd opened his eyes expecting
to see either a pretty (though snotty) giri or a lunpy (but
friendly) troll. Wat he saw was a ni ghtmare

The boy snatched his sword fromits scabbard and rolled

far to one side, coming to his feet, clunmsy but upright. Bith
j erked awake and ruzzily raised her hands in a dramatic
sorcering pose. Hathor trotted up from sonewhere off in the
woods. He shouted sonmething in trollish and lifted his felling
axe hi gh.

The stranger at the fire lilted pale eyes and | ooked conpl a-
cently fromone to another to another. After a long | ook round
he asked, "Yes?"

Cal let out his breath in a gasp. "Wwo are you? What are
you doi ng here?"

"Sitting," replied the pale man, "by the fire."

Cal waved his free armto take in the forest. "That's not
what | neant! | nean— he panted—1 nean, what are you
doi ng here? Besides the dammed fire, | nean. Ch, hell!" The

boy had to stop talking to get his breath back

It was the dead of night. No dew had formed. The stranger
30
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sat and stared at the invisible flane over the coals. Cal stud-
i ed the shadowed face. Although the boy had never seen one,

he was pretty sure this wasn't a vanpire: it wasn't sinister
enough. But it surely wasn't a proper man.

The being was tall, taller than nost nmen Cal had nmet. He

had pal e, al nost translucent skin, paler than a fish's belly.
His thin beard was so white it was al nost not there at all.
H s eyes were green like a cat's. He wore clothes very plain
but exceedingly fine-woven of a | eaf green. On his head was

a soft hat with a sprig of holly, and over his shoul ders he
wore a cloak of some very light material. Cal could see the
tail of something (not his tail, surely) sticking out behind and
lying on the ground. It |ooked to be a sword scabbard, but
was far too narrow. On the other side showed a quiver for
short arrows. A short, curved, foreign-Iooking bow lay across
the man's | ap. What was he? Cal wondered. A jongleur? A
magi ci an? A doctor? A prophet?

Eli zebith had been studying the stranger too. Now she burst
out. "You're the one who shot the arrow"”

The pal e man nodded sl owy.
"You're an el f!" Bith berated herself for not realizing it

sooner. She'd seen pictures of elves in books. She had even
seen one in the flesh once. A dead one.



"U f?" grunted Hat hor.

"EIf," Cal corrected. Which was as bad as a vanpire. The
young sol dier pointed his sword. He said, "Whatever you
are, sir elf, you be gone. Now. The road is that way."

The elf continued to stare at the fire.

"Didn't you hear me? Up with you, and out! We'Il not
have your kind here!’

Bith said, "Cal!"

The man turned green eyes upon him and said, "You' ve
not heard the voice."

"Voi ce? What voice?"

Bith piped up. "W've heard it, sir elf! Hathor and I! This
troll."

"My nane is Endril."

Cal waved a hand to shush people, though no one was
tal king. "What's this about a voice?"

Bith told himhow the voice had contacted both her and
Hat hor. The el f nodded, "I too. As you guessed, t'was | who
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shot the arrow and kept that villain from stabbing yon trol

in the back." He addressed the troll in a string of words that
gobbl ed and gul ped. The troll replied in kind with a snile

Cal was waving again. "Be damed to all that! Wat's—=

Bith said, "But why, if you shot that arrow, didn't you join
us in the ravine?"

"Why you not help us?" the troll ended. 'And how you
get past me to fire?"

Endril replied, "At the time, you were too far renoved."

"W were trapped in a box! Were were you?"

"I was atop a hill opposite.™

"Hill? | didn't see any hill."

"It was—sone di stance away."

Bith bit her lower lip. If he was speaking true, this elf had

shot an arrow fromthe top of a faraway hill, in the dark. and
killed a man. She didn't know if she believed it or not.



Cal stepped in front of Bith, blocking her view of the elf.
"Bith, wake up. He's hexing you."

"CGet out of the way, stupid!"

"We can't have himhere. Elves are evil! They curse crops

and poison wells' They steal children, they drink blood, they
do all kinds of horrible things!"

Bith shook her head until her hair flew ' 'You don't know
anything. Elves are the fair folk who were here before nen!
They live in castles and the forest and they conpose beauti ful
songs—they invented songs. They do ... nice things."

The soldier pointed his sword at the elf again. "And which
isit?"

The elf closed his eyes nonmentarily. "At any one tine,
any thing is true."

"That's your answer," the boy snorted. "Nothing. Elf.
| ast warni ng. Get you gone."

When he didn't nove, or even blink, Cal suddenly
screamed a battle cry and swung his sword two-handed

la fact, Cal didn't intend to harmhim He only hoped to

jolt the elf out of his seat, to get himup and running. Usually
one cl ose sw pe of a blade was enough to make civilians run

So his charge was nore bluster than bl oodl ust.

But the elf was gone.

"Cal, behind you!" Bith's voice called.

He spun. There was a blur of green against the backdrop
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of brown forest, then—othing. Thinking the elf had ducked
behi nd hi mal ready anticipating a cold dagger in the back—
Cal whi pped around on his heel and sl ashed viciously w thout

| ooki ng. Something clinked. H s sword arm stopped in md-

air. The rest of himkept going. He tripped over his feet and
fell sprawling. Hi s sword di sappeared, plucked from his hand
like a feather froma bird s w ng

Standi ng over himwas the elf. H s face was bl ank and
unaccusing. He held Cal's sword by the blade in his left hand.
Hs right was enpty. Wth no expression at all he offered the
sword back to the boy, hilt first.

Wondering, Cal took it. It was only then he noticed the el f

was wearing a glove, a netal gauntlet, on his left hand. The
white figure (who really was very tall) stepped back to the

fire, all without word 'br sound. Wen Cal |ooked again

t he gauntl et was gone.

The boy stayed sitting on the ground, though he held onto
his sword. "How did you do that?"



The elf's only answer was to wave a breezy hand. They

were long thin hands with blue veins. Hands strong enough

to stop a sword thrust? That couldn't be right. And how coul d
a netal thin enough to nake a glove still stop a blade? It had
to be magic. Elf black magic.

Hat hor | ooked at the two humans who stared at the elf. To
the troll they all |ooked the same. He asked the crowd, "You
want nushr oonrs?"

Endril said, "Enough. 1 seek answers. Have you aught cl ue
as to his origin?"

Bith shook her head.
Hat hor asked, "Wat he say?"
Cal asked, "Whose origin?"

Endril nodded as if he'd received an answer. Wt hout
speaki ng he sat crosslegged by the fire. The elf spread his
hands onto the ground beside him threw his head back, and
cl osed his eyes.

Caltus Talienson wal ked close to the fire and peered at him
The elf sat still as a rock. H s nouth was open slightly and
his face blank. Bith stood near Cal and stared also. The | ower
lip clanped in her teeth betrayed her nervousness. Hathor
scratched his |unpy head and sat down. He dozed.

After a long time Endril opened his eyes and glided to his
34
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feet. Hs every nove was fluid and graceful, like a cat's. Cal
wondered if maybe elves were related to cats. That would
explain a lot. The elf said, "Nothing there." He turned with
his hand to his chin. studying the glade they canped in.

Endril squatted and stoked up the fire, arranging the em

bers in sone pattern, then fed on small sticks to prick up the
bl aze. Soon its warmyellow light was reflected on the faces
of the four travelers.

Endril stooped low to peer into the fire as if it were a
crystal ball. He drew forth a small pouch from beneath his
cape and sprinkled a pinch of some powder on the fire. It
gave a green glow for only a second.

The el f shook his head. He hamunphed.

Now he wal ked around the gl ade, studying the trees. He
circled and touched each one, murrmuring to hinself in his
own | anguage. It sounded as if he were singing under his

br eat h.

"'*What is he rfong?" Cal asked the two.



Hat hor woke up with a grunt. Bith shrugged.
The e~f's voice came fromthe dark. "Boy, bring light!"

The boy sniffed at being called a boy, but his curiosity got
me best of him Cal took a burning brand and swng it lightly
to whip up the flame- Bith and Hat hor wal ked on his heels.

Endril stood back in the forest about fifty feet. He had one
fine hand on the bark of a thin tree. "This one would die
soon anyway, and take its neighbor." He gestured upwards.

Cal and the others | ooked. This slimtree was a | eaner. High
up it had cracked, probably fromlightning, and now it was
cocked over so it rubbed agai nst a heal thier neighbor. A
woodcutter would take it in an instant. But Endril set his
forehead agai nst the bark and prayed for a moment. (Bith and
Cal wondered to whom) Then the elf took out a |ong knife.

It had a shining white blade and a handl e wapped with silver
wire. (Cal wondered how nmuch other stuff the elf carried
under that cloak.) He made a square cut in the soft bark of
the tree and then pried it |oose. Silver wood was exposed,
and the elf signalled the light close. He peered at it closely
and frowned. "Not a druid god- What then?"

"Beats ne," Cal replied- "Wat are you | ooking for?"
Bil h poked himin the arm

Endril didn't reply. Back at the fire he pondered sone nore
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as the humans and troll pondered him He turned their way
and stared right through them Suddenly he said to Cal, "WII
your hel m hold water?"

"What ?"

"Gve it here." Wthout waiting he took it off Cal's head
The hel met was made of bands of iron lined with | eather
Endril wal ked off into the dark, this time al one.

"What's he want with rWe" Cal asked.

"Thirsty?" Hathor asked.

Bith was biting her lip again. "I think . . . he's trying to
contact our—eontact."

"What contact?"

"The one with the voice."

"What voi ce?"

Bith said icily, "The one in our heads."
Cal retorted, "/haven't heard any voice."

"Maybe he only talks to intelligent beings."



"Hey! "

Endril came back into the firelight carrying Cal's hel net.

It was full of water. The elf set it carefully by the fire. He
studied the water's surface and startled his conpani ons when
he said, "There. "

More startling was the faint squeak that replied, "Yes, good
work." It sounded like a child talking at the bottomof a well.
Cal and Bith and Hat hor crowded cl ose. Peering into the dark
wat er they perceived—a face!

It was a man's face, stemand frowning, for all that it was
young. The brows were knitted, the eyes slanted and slitted,
the nose sharp cut, the nmouth thin-lipped. There was a hint

of beard, though it was hard to tell. The face filled the bow
like a man's reflection seen in a bucket. But there was no
man above. Only an elf and three astounded conpatriots.

"List me," the voice said- "W have nuch to instruct you,
our servants."

"I""'mno man's servant,"” Cal blurted out. "Who is this
cl own?"

Endril told him "It's a god."
Hat hor asked. "That a god?"

"Alittle titchy one, maybe," Bith answered him The tiny
man m ght have been some drowned soul frozen under ice.
"Who are you? What do you want from us?"
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"You will address us as Magnificent Lord, Exalted Master

and Ruler of the Twel ve Spheres'" the god tried to thunder
but his voice was so tiny and tinny he sounded like a kitten
Cal and Hat hor | aughed outright. Bith giggled. Only Endri
remai ned silent.

"I"'ve a better idea," Cal replied. "Way don't we tip over
this bow ?"

"Into fire," Hathor added. They | aughed agai n.

The god's face twisted and he spit out in a sparrow s chirp
"Insult us, whelps? Die, then!"

Cal's laugh stopped as if he'd stopped an arrow. Wth jerky
noti ons he scrabbled up fromthe ground so quickly he

cl onked heads with Bith and Hathor. Wth a how he junped

clear and ripped his sword fromthe sheath. As the pitted

bl ade caught the firelight Bith saw the god's face on the bl ade

"Diel Die! Die!" Cal shrieked. He |unged.



Hat hor shot out a rough armthat knocked Bith over on her

back, unfortunately too close to the fire. Her sleeve fell onto
hot enbers and burst into flane. Hathor hinmself dropped to

the ground so that Cal's thrust carried himover the troll's
back. Straddl ed, Hathor stood up and dunped Cal on the

ground, but as the boy | anded he sl ashed out and caught

Hat hor on the back of the leg just bel ow the hamstring. Hathor
roared and junped and woul d have fallen back onto the up-

t hrust bl ade, except for the forgotten Endril -

The el f's boot caught Hathor square in the runmp. The trol

shot forward as if launched froma ballista to crash on top of
Bith. She had been frantically flapping her sleeve to put out
the flame but had only fanned it hotter. Bith now got a face
full of snelly stale troll as the wind was knocked out of her

Cal, meanwhile, had swung with new fury on Endril, The

elf only spread his feet and arns wi de and waited. He'd
donned his netal glove again. He sidestepped the clunsy
charge and then deftly tripped the boy. Cal plowed headl ong
onto the forest loam Endril stepped on his sword arm bent
and wenched the weapon | oose, then threwit far out into
the dark woods. He stood with both feet on Cal's arnmns.

It grewquiet. Cal lay on the soil and panted |ike a dog.
Then he blew dirt out of his nmouth and rasped, "Wat hap-
pened?"

"You nocked a god," Endril told him
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"I did? On, that's right. | did. But what happened then?' *

Endril told him Bith shook off Hathor's help and sat up
She batted at her sleeve and clothing and i nspected her wists.
"Where's that idiot god gotten to?"

Endril stepped to the fire and peered into the hel met ful
of water. "Still here.”

The di sh rocked. "Mock us, will you? We'll kill you all
W'l send you to the darkest pits of hell! Below that even,
where your bowels will be inpregnated with serpents, your
eyes ripped out with hooks, and your l[ungs drowned in brim
stone fire!"

Endril squatted, |ooked into the bow and addressed it while
the others crept close and did not |laugh. "Before you do that.
oh Magnificent Lord, Exalted Master, and Ruler of the Twelve
Spheres, pray tell this measly servant thy nane that | may
sing thy praises to all the ears of nen and nortals.”

There was a pause, then the tiny lipless mouth spoke. "W
have many nanes, but nen know us npbst often as Vili."

"Ah," said Endril. "Many tales have | heard of Vili, the
nost nobl e, nost high, nost feared, nost w se of the gods
of the north. Verily, | grow faint in the nmajesty of thy pres-

ence." Wth his hands behind himEndril waved his conpan-



i ons back. Then he started to creep backwards hinself-
" Excuse this frail one, oh lord and naster, | nust pause for
breath ere I swoon."

Endri] joined the three at the edge of the firelight. He sig-
nal | ed them even farther back anmong the bl ack, |oom ng trees.
There he told them "So we have it. Qur mysterious shade is
Vili, a god of the north."

"Who's Vili?" Cal asked. "I never heard of him"

Bith said, "I have. |'ve read about him He's brother to
Qi n, king of northern gods, which makes himkin to Loki
and Thor."

"Thor ?" asked Hat hor.

Endri|l nodded, but with a cant to his head. "Those tales
may be true or not. He may or may not be Vili."

"What ? "Cal asked.

Bith answered. "I know what he nmeans. CGods lie. There

are all kinds of stories about the tricks they play or the dis-
gui ses they wear. To fool each other or to gull men. Lok
especially is known as the trickster, and he's Vili's cousin.

38
RUNESWORD VOLUME ONE

This fellow coul d be anyone. W have to be careful we don't
fall into a trap."

Endril nodded. "One cannot be too careful when dealing

with gods. They are nore like children than adults, w th dan-
gerous and arcane powers. Sone are fools, some liars. But

all of themwelconme flattery. Put honey on your tongue when
addressing them and you'll be rewarded. Sone of the tine."
"How do you know all this?" Cal demanded

"T"is common know edge."

"What are we to do?" Bith asked,

"Wait a minute," Cal said- "How did you know to put
out that bow of water?"

"I didn't, | provided several opportunities for this god of
what ever to mani fest hinmself- | opened nmy body to receive
himas a host. | built up the fire to perhaps glinpse a fire

fiend, t stripped a tree to see a druid god. It was water that
did the trick. Coot water."

" Hunh?"
Endril explained as if to a slowchild. "This god is a north-

ern god—a cold el enental —-and so needed a cool surface on
which to mani fest hinmself. The water was cool and so he



appeared there. Your steel sword served as well."

"Way didn't he just show up in person, |like a ghost or
somet hi ng?'

"Wat ch your tongue!"™ Bith spit out.

Edril answered. "Yes, please do. W' ve enough—et her-

woriders visiting us now. For your question, | suspect this
godl i ng needs a medi um t hrough which to manifest hinself
because he cannot do so 'in person.' He nust be too weak

to enter this plane. Thus so far we have only heard his voice-'

Cal harrunphed. "The | ess we have to do with gods the
better. Especially weak ones."

"Weak ones seek weak vessels."
"Hey!" Cal blurted. Bith |aughed.
"I mean," Endril continued, "this god seeks our help,

Cods al ways want sonet hing, usually something they can't
have. Like children and nen."

"That's men, all right,” Bith muttered

"And gods crave worshippers to sing their praises. O
mayhaps be wants sonething fromthis plane, sonething he
cannot fetch hinself,"
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"He won't get rmuch with threats,"” Cal said. "Wy should
we hel p hin®"

"Why i ndeed? Let us talk. Try to discern if he is indeed
Vili. Then we can see what he wants."

"' Way not?'' Bith sighed. But her tone was too casual. She
was curi ous.

"l don't like this," Cal murnured.

"Then leave,"” the girt told him "W didn't invite you
here anyway."

"Ch? In that case |I'm staying."
Hat hor | aughed and shook his head.

The four again crouched over the helmfull of water. They
had nmoved it away fromthe fire so it would not grow warm
and rigged a torch on a pole so they could see. The god's
face rippled like the path of a fish's tail.

Endril did the talking. Gently and subtly, with many hon-
eyed words, he asked Vili about his ancestry, his honel and,
his ideals, his reasons for summoni ng them "That we mi ght
know how to serve you, master, best."



Vili replied, though it took sone tine. H s tiny voice

droned on and on, and the petulance in it became clearer and
clearer. The godling claimed to be the younger brother of

Qdi n, and anyone with siblings could read the jeal ousy there.
He was ignored by his brother Gdin, eclipsed by his nephew
Thor, picked on by his half-cousin Loki. Only the kind Bal der
woul d speak to himor take himseriously. The el der gods had
the tribes of the far north firmy in their grasp and they pro-
tected their influence ferociously- It was Bal der who had sug-
gested that Vili nmove farther south to "build a foll owi ng."

To this end, Vili had left the Iand of ice and pine and rock
and spune. He'd found a new | and of |ow nountains and

green hills and thick forest. And a long rolling wall of col -
ored mist.

In this newland VU found potential for followers. He

hoped to attract worthy nen, nen of great w sdom and

strength and heart. Men, he had heard, |iked geegaws—sacred
objects, venerated relics, fine tools. So Vili had dwarves con-
struct hima set of runeswords.

"Runeswords? " The word tolled tike a bell in Cal's m nd
and mout h.

"Hush!" snapped the three.
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These swords were forged in the bodies of nountains and
tenmpered in the god's own blood. Wth themin hand his
priests woul d "gather worshi ppers, assenble arm es, conduct
war, and conquer kingdomnms!" Like his brother Qdin, Vil
woul d forge unbreakabl e bonds with the earth and make him
sel f suprene”

O so he thought

"What went wrong?" Bith asked.

"Not hi ng went wong!" snapped the tiny god in the bow .
"Qur plan was good! It was worthy! But the men squabbl ed
anong thensel ves, and then the Dark Lord canme. ..." Vili's
plan fell apart. The swords—ili w shed now he'd never com
m ssioned them—were scattered over the earth. "The nearest
one is to the northwest. A thrice-cursed wi zard drains its
power —eur power—for his own petty ends, to protect his

ki ngdom from the Dark Arny that encroaches.”

"That doesn't sound so petty," Cal opined.

"Dar k—Ar my?" asked Hat hor

"Shhh!'I'l'" Bith hissed.

The tiny voice finished, "And so it comes to you."

"What ?" asked all four together



"Capture the sword!" hissed the voice. "Cast down the
wi zard and kill himas an exanple to those who woul d oppose
our will!"

"Why shoul d we?" Cal asked, and this time no one
shushed him

"Do this thing for us," proclained the squeaky voi ce,
"and we shall reward you with gifts such as no nortal has
ever yet behel d!"

"Li ke what ?"

The face in die bow was silent. Cal thought he detected a
pout on the thin Iips.

"Wel | ?" the boy repeated.

"CGold! Jewel s! Spell books! Fabul ous nagi ¢ swords and
anci ent crowns of kings and potions and fabric fromfar |ands!
Pricel ess—

"Ores," Cal put in. "Big ugly ones with clubs."

"Traps," said Bith. "Evil spells to drive a person mad or
put out their eyes or stop their hearts. Honmunculi and incubi
and earw gs."
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"Trolls,"” Hathor put in. His three conpanions | ooked at
hi m

"Cowards!" crowed the god, "You are afraid! Wastrels!
Feebl e ones! Pusillani nous—'

Cal flicked the edge of the helnet with his finger. Un-

bound, his brown hair fell into his eyes and he had to brush
it back. "We're all that and nore, but we're not stupid. None
here woul d enbark on a doonmed quest at the behest of a god

so feeble he can't even hex a chicken."

"Beware," Endril murnured. He hadn't spoken for sone
ti me- "He hexed you."

Cal started and touched the pomrmel of his sword. Endri
cl anped a hand over his. The elf's hand was warm but hard

as aring of iron. Cal tried to shake it off but couldn't. "I'm

all right!" Endril let go.

"I drink god water?" Hathor asked.

Endrit held up a white hand. "No. We've listened enough,

t hough. Let us talk. O better, see. Can you, oh Vili, show
us sone picture of our destination?"

"The sword?" canme a squeak

"The treasure,"” replied Cal



"And the magic," added Bith.

The face screwed itself up as if in disgust. Then it faded
away.

"He gone?" Hathor asked.
Cal peered close. "Looks like. No, wait. Look!"

A roomcanme into view, a tiny picture in ne round bow .
Everyone bunped heads to catch a glinpse. The roomre-

vol ved slowy. Bith gasped as a workbench crowded wth
books and retorts and crocks and skulls and stuffed birds
cane into view Hathor grunted at the jewel ed arnor and

spl endid battl eaxe seen on one wall- And Cal gasped | oudest
of all when he beheld a sword hanging in md-air: a sword
etched with runes along its |ength.

Then suddenly the sour face of their god confronted them
"Wl ?" he demanded.

The four nortals were silent. They tried to | ook at one
anot her surreptiously, to gauge each other's reaction. Finally
Bith broke the silence. "How rmuch help do we get?"

Negoti ati ons went on for sone time. The nortal party fired
guestions and answers at me bel eaguered god and he answered
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as much as he knew (or would tell thenm). He could scout

ahead for them spy around corners and ampongst the eneny
(whom he woul d not nane), warn them of trouble. Mybe

possess a soul or two as needed, enhance their abilities, speak
to themin their mnds, direct them back together if they
shoul d separate. He nade nany nore prom ses they weren't

sure he could keep. But in the end they consented, in a way.

"We'll take a look," Bith said.
"From a di stance," Cal agreed.
"Not hi ng sure,"” Hathor added.

"The journey costs nothing," confirmed Endril.

"Then get on with it," comuanded Vili, and faded.
Endril tilted the bow . then dunped it out. "I think his
power is spent for now. "

Cal got up fromhis knees and stretched w de. "Unhh

That was interesting, but | have a feeling there's a whole |ot
he didn't tell us. Hunh. |'ve never talked with a god before,

though 1've called out a few of their names when | was fight-

ing."



"Beware | est your prayers be answered," Endril supplied.
"When do we start for the northland?" Bith asked.
"Tormorrow, " replied Endril.

"CGood, " Hat hor echoed. "Sleep now "

"Not yet," said Endril. "W nmust make a pact."

"Pact? What kind of pact?"

"Can't that wait until we're on the road?"

"What a pack?"

"A bond. A pact of honor," the elf explained. "And no,

it cannot wait. W've been brought together and we need to
seal our friendship. Rise and attend ne, you all."

Wondering, glancing at one another sidelong, Cal and Bith
and Hathor shuffled forward and tentatively advanced their
hands.

Endril shook his white head. "Not here. Here." He stood

at one side of the fire and extended one hand over it. The

flame had died to enbers that threw a |lot of heat. But he

stood there as still as a tree with a branch extended. Cal

joined himand put his brown scarred hand on the elf's. The

fire began to slowly bake it- The troll stuck in his hairy knotty
hand, and finally Bith's slimshort-fingered one was added to

the triangle.
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Endril nodded- "An elf takes an oath not lightly, and

hope humans and their kin do |likew se. Let us pledge. That
we shall share peril and plunder and pl ague together. That
we shall defend one another unto death. That we shall work
t oget her and never at cross purposes. That we shall succor
one anot her and expect succor.

"As the winds have four honmes and the seasons four turn-

ings, as the world has four directions and this fire four sides,
| et us have four hearts. A brotherhood of four

"So be it!" Endril finished.

The other three echoed him "So be it!"

They dropped their hot hands. Wth the dyi ng down of the

fire had conme the pressing of the night. A minor breeze rat-
tled through the canp. Bith shivered and drew her cloak cl ose
about her. Cal said, "1*11 stoke the fire for you."

Hat hor said, "I get wood."

"And | will stand watch," added Endril



Bith asked, "What do | do?"
"Sleep.”

The girl was too tired to argue. She settled against a fallen
tree dragged up by Hathor and laid down. "This has been a
| ong day," she yawned.

Havi ng dunped an arnful of wood, Hathor laid down to
sleep in die dirt like a dog. Endril wandered off while Ca
stacked the fire.

Hat hor picked his head up and | ooked at the starry sky.
"Not four directions. Six."

"What's that?" Cal asked him

"Whdd has four directions. North, south, east, west—up,
down. "

"Go to sleep, Hathor." The troll dropped his head back
down and sl ept.

"Besides," Cal nused, "we're five, including our little
god friend."'*

Bith answered sleepily, "Gods don't count. You can't de-
pend on them "

Cal chuckl ed. "A brotherhood of outcasts- Sone bunch."
"G to sleep, Cal."
He did.

A shimering sword etched with runes flashed in his
dr eans.
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Three days wal king found themfar to the west. They went
directly west because Endril had said they mght as well face
what they were fighting as soon as possi bl e.

They clinmbed through increasingly hilly country. The for-

est thinned out as the | and rose. The trees stayed in the bot-
toms of gulleys that soon becane valleys and promised to
become gorges. The grass was replaced in sone places by

rock. The four were often the tallest things around save for
curiously conical stone spires. Cal asked Endril if they were
fashi oned by hand, but the answers he got were so vague as

to be useless.

They passed through three ham ets. Two of them were de-
serted. In the third only their noney was wel cone. The res-
i dents—gruff and scruffy men and wonen—woul d say t hat
"strangers and stranger ones" had passed by and caused
"some trouble." More than that they would not tell. The



villagers sold themtrail food and waterskins at an exorbitant
price. They learned this tiny village was al nost the end of
civilization, that beyond there was but one valley of people
left, a valley with a castle and a village around it.

And the party learned fromthese downtrodden and scur-

rilous people that they had becone true outcasts, for the vil-
lagers did not try to hide their contenpt and fear of the elf
and troll, and even of the human magi c user

Wth nmoney lent by Cal, Bith had bought herself a bl anket,

a teapot, a mrror, and sone other canp gear. She tucked

her supplies into the blanket and tied it across her back. She
and Cal wondered at Endril and Hathor, who carried only

t heir weapons. Confort was nothing to them Hathor ate any-
thing he could chew and he slept in the mud or the rain.

Endril found food for themganme birds and animals, roots

and grasses—but ate little hinmself. And the elf never slept, it
seened. He would only sit crosslegged and rest his eyes. He
sang lilting yet npbnotonous airs in a strange | anguage that
started and stopped in no particular way. The pal e figure wan-
dered off at tines and returned later w thout a sound or ex-

pl anati on. Their conpanions' inhuman fortitude began to

grate on Cal and Bith as the days passed.

They tranped across heat hered nmoors and autum-yel | ow
plains. Mle after nile, on and on
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Endril found the newness of the land enthralling. True, he
had wal ked these sane nmiles before, many tines in his long
life, but each time he passed through there was sonet hing
new to sec- A robin had found a new place to build a nest in
me top of a sundered tree. Conies had split their forner col -
ony in two, occupying two hilltops now Lavender had worked
its way up fromthe south to grace the side of a mountain
stream The light through the grass had a different transl u-
cency as the land settled. It was all beautiful, he found, al
one with itself. But it could not conpare in any way with his
honel and, and often his heart was downcast. It was then he
woul d dream hi s dream ess nenories and sing of hone.

Bith wi shed she'd worked nore as a youngster, so her body

woul d be tougher now. She had to struggle to keep up with

the elf's swinging gait, the troll's roll, and the soldier's stolid
mar ching. Blisters grew and burst on her feet inside their

fancy yell ow boots, burst and | eaked and chafed anew. At

ni ghts she could barely sleep for their aching, just as the hard
ground mashed her soft curves and left her stiff in the norn-

i ng. She thought this an enpty |and, grass and rock and not h-
ing else, enpty of life and laughter and intrigue, and she

of ten wi shed she were some place exciting, or even hone in

her nmother's castle. Her nother was pure evil. The giri knew
that now, and nothing could nake her go back to that dark
structure. But this outdoor wandering life was alien to her

too; she didn't belong here, and the | and seenmed to know it

and oppose her at every step-

Hat hor strolled and wal ked and pl ucked up food and



t hought about things or didn't. Everything was col orful and
noi sy and interesting. He liked the red in the rocks underfoot,
the blue in a bird's wing, the yellow and green of the grass
stal ks. He watched the clouds drift together to forma thou-
sand different shapes, then drift apart to forma thousand
nore. He liked the sounds the wind carried, the click of
beetl e and me scurry of ants, the hoot of a sleeping ground
ow. He liked the new tastes of the roots and plants he found,
a hundred different sensations on his tongue. He enjoyed it

all and was glad he'd left behind his dank mpist caves and his
cruel people.

Bet ween Endnl's singing, Bith's silent msery, and Hathor's
conpl acence, Cal began to feel very alone despite ne com
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pany. This | and was not very different from his honel and,

and sonetines the breeze carried scents that triggered mem
ories of childhood. Yet that honel and was | ost forever, and
he cane froma race of people that accepted their fate w t hout
conplaining. So it had been with his father and so with his
not her- The stony silence was confortable in its own hard

way, for it reminded Cal of the times in which he'd marched
and sung with stout soldiers to face a common foe. In these
harsh reaches he could breathe clear air deep into his |ungs.
Hi s head was free of the cobwebs of the forest. So the silence
was not so bad.

It was one bright norning they sighted their first goal. En-
dril, in the |l ead, reached the top of a slope and announced,
"There it is."

Bith, then Hathor, then Cal in the rear, joined himon the

flinty crest. They drew a sharp breath at the strange sight. On
this cloudless day in this cloudless clinme, far to the west. they
behel d the conmon eneny of all the speaking races.

The thing was a line of cloud, or fog: a stormcloud cone

to ground. The bank was tall, very tall, reaching alnost to
where normal clouds would fly. The clouds that formed this
bank were not still. They roiled and boiled and fluttered and

rippled up and down its sheer face. Color flitted through the
cloud like a dirty rai nbow—grey where it touched the ground,

a tinge of purple here, a jot of red there, green where the sun
hit it along the top, with orange streaks. But none of the
colors were beautiful. They were the colors of bruises on

skin, of nold on vegetables, of dried blood or vomt, of sun-

bl eached bones and things | ong dead.

But the nost curious feature of the cloud was its straight-
ness. True, the wall of cloud billowed out here or receded
there, but its front edge was as cleanly cut as if with a knife.
The tremendous wall ran fromnorth by east to south by west,

and it stretched fromhorizon to horizon and obvi ously be-

yond. It was all the eye could see in |ooking west, a giant sea
wave poised to conme crashing down on all civilization



Cal said aloud to no one in particular, "So that's it. eh?"
"Aye," replied Endril. "The Mstwall,"

CHAPTER

4

"It's beautiful," said Bith.

"No, it's not," Cal snapped. "It's a curse on all man-
ki nd! "
Bith shook herself as if in a trance. "lI— suppose you're

right. It's full of color, but there's something wong wth
it. ..

The four stared at the long wall of bilious cloud w thout
nmovi ng or speaki ng.

It was Endril who broke the silence. "I remenber when it
was far to the west. Very far. | renenber when it didn't exist
at all." The elf's gaze was fixed in space, but not upon M st-

wal | .

Cal found the regular swirling of the mists arresting and
hypnotic, |ike watching water pass under a bridge. If a man
stared too long he could slip quietly over the edge. . . . Cal
shook hinmself. He turned his back and rubbed his eyes. A

few nore minutes of this and the whole party woul d march

off into its depths. "Maybe we should get away fromit. Qut

of sight."'

No one answered. Hi s three conpanions just stood and
stared. The sol di er reached back—wi t hout |ooking at the dis-
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tant M stwatl—and grabbed Elizebith by the arm Roughly he
j erked her down bel ow t he brow of the sl ope.

"What ? Let go of me, you—ruffian!"
Hat hor | ooked up at Bith's cry and junped down beside
the girl. He growed at Cal to let the girt go. Cal did, but he

asked her, "Feel better?"

Bith | ooked around and put her hand to her throat. "Well,
yes. | do. Thank you, | guess."

"It's going to be a Jolly journey with that thing al ways at
our left hand."

"Maybe we'll get used to it."

"Never."



Endril alighted beside themw thout a sound. "Shall we
resune our trek?

The three of hunman stock stared at him Cal asked,
"Doesn't that wall do anything to you?"

Endril shook his head. "It saddens ne. | suppose it's our
fault it's here."

"The wal |l ? How do you reckon it's your fault?

Endril didn't answer. He set off down the slope, sw nging
his short bowas if it were a willow switch

"Hey, wait up'" Cal called. He took Bith's hand and hel ped
her along. They slid down the scree to the shal ey bottom of

a slope. They set off north along a goat trail, out of sight of
the Mstwall.
Cal caught up with Endril. "SIl ow down, you! What did

you mean, it's your fault?"

Endril al most shrugged. "Is omi ssion or conm ssion the

greater crinme? At the first comng of the Dark Lord we el ves
did nothing. We discussed it at length, but dism ssed it as yet
anot her mani festation of man's ignorance and urge for self-
destruction. Too late did we leamit was nore, sonething

that may eat up the land pernmanently. W never thought you
capabl e of that. W were wong."

"You coul d have stopped the Dark Lord, yet you didn't do
anyt hi ng? That's horrible!"

Endril watched the sky to the north. "W did nothing.
Per haps we couldn't have stopped it. W didn't try- That is
the worst crinme of all."

Bith and Cal both trotted to keep up with the elf. Hathor
strolled along far behind, in no hurry to catch up. Endri
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slowed his stride sonewhat. The girl asked, "Wat do you
know of the Dark Lord? |Is he human?'

"l don't know. "
"Why not ?"

Endril gave her a look that in a human woul d have been
irritation. "Wy anything? He—er she, or it—s what he,

she, or it is. 1 knowonly that it is not elven. What nore need
I know?"

Cal spit out an oath and stopped in his tracks. Bith stood
beside him In a nonment the elf had passed over a hill. Hathor
wal ked up chewi ng on a piece of sapling he'd cut. Cal asked
Bith, "Wat do you know about the Dark Lord?"



"I'? Nothing. Nor—well, nor my nother, either. She's

wondered for years about him or it. Asked every—traveller-
mat came to our castle. But no one knew. Not even his priests
have a clue."

Cal's tone was snide. "Ch, yes, your castle again."

Bith put her nose in the air. "And who are you to be doubt -
ing me? You forget the state of your person—and your boots."

"Horseshit," Hathor supplied.

Cal barked, "That's enough out of you, troll. And you too,
princess. If you're so high and mighty, where is this castle of
your s?"

"My castl e—ny home—s beyond that veil."

"What ? Real | y?"

Now was Bith's turn to be snide. "Ch. Now you choose to
bel i eve ne."

Caught, Cal was suddenly flustered. "Well, yes. | guess
so. But how can you have a home beyond the veil? Only evil
bei ngs dwell there."

"And now you say I'mevil. | can't say | care for your
conversation."

Cal waved his hands usel essly. "Look, | don't know what

to believe. Al |'ve ever heard is—=

"Il tell you this,” the giri's voice was direct. "I ama
princess, because | am Mdrea's daughter, and Mirea is the
nost powerful woman in the world. And the nost evil. And

if you stopped to think for even half a noment, you m ght
wonder this: Why is her only child, heir to her throne and al
her power and all her wealth and all her gramarye, out here?—
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wandering in the wlderness, no honme, no shelter, alone and
pennil ess, with only the clothing on her back? Wy?"

Then Cal was alone, for the giri had turned and stal ked
away, up the slope where the elf had gone. Hathor foll owed
her .

Cal contenplated their receding backs and the sigh of the
silent plain. Dam! but he was tired of bringing up the rear
and listening to the quiet! And having sensitive people bark
at every word he spoke! Soldiers were entitled to grunble

and to question: it was one of their few joys. And he had his
pride. . . . But so did the others. The poor always had the
nost pride—t was all they could afford- Maybe they were all
on edge in these eerie wastes. The enpty w nd whistled

around his ears and he shuddered. Cal's pride wasn't worth



a crooked copper out here. He Jogged to catch up
"Hey! Bith, Hathor. wait up! Let's not fight! Hey!"

He wal ked as best he could alongside the girl, but as she
had the center of the narrow trail through rock and heat her
he had to stunble along on the side or wal k behind her. He
tal ked fast.

"Look, I"'msorry if |I doubted you. O said that you were
evil. That wall makes nme edgy. And sad."
"Sad? Ha!"

"No, really, it does. Because | cone fromthe Lost Lands,

too. In a way." He saw a glinmer of interest in Bith's eyes.

He kept talking as their party stepped out across the heathered
plain. The Mstwall had cone back into sight, filling the
western sky. They didn't look at it.

"My father, Talien Berefordson, had a small fief in the

west, at the northern tip of an island. | don't renmenber it
very well. | was just a baby when the wall first appeared—
I'd never even seen it before today. | renenber ny nother

saying it was the queerest cloud structure, not like a storm
coming on, but like it was alive. One day ny people realized
that it wasn't just a cloud bank, for the fisherfol k who sail ed
into it seldom canme back. Sonme who did cane back nad.

Sone conpl ai ned of nightmares, awful ones. so vile they

killed thensel ves, sonetinmes after killing others. My father
could see it was poison, but he didn't know what to do.

"Then one day-—sy mother told ne all this, mnd-an
arnmy of monsters came out of the mist. There were ores and
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gi ants and ot her kinds of m sshapen things. No of fense,

Hat hor. My father, who never listened to the council of any-

one in his entire life, finally decided to set out with his arny
to drive themaway. Thai | remenber, little though | was. |
renmenmber ny father had a pennant, a green one with a red

eagle with a fish inits jaws, a sea eagle. The strongest nman
inthe arny carried it in a boot on his saddle, and it fluttered
in the breeze. The arny rode off one day when it was dark

at noon.

"They didn't cone back. Not one man out of a hundred.
Not a single horse. We could only assune they were al
dead. "

H s voice was running out like the end of a rainstorm Hi s
pace sl owed, as did his audience's: one girl and one troll
Cal talked on, but nmore to hinself than to anyone el se.

"When they didn't cone back after nany days, and the

wal I had drawn cl oser, mny nother bundled ne up and we

fled, with only one servant and a horse. W never had nuch.
W travell ed east. My nother died. The servant was ol d—
Ham sh, his nane was—and he put me in the service of Lord



Edric. You know what happened after that."

Cal had stopped wal ki ng al toget her. The unceasi ng w nd

pl ucked at his garnents and sent the | oose threads of ragged
ends streanming. H's brown bangs-blew into his eyes and w sps
fluttered about his ears. "Then Hamish died. 1'd nothing |eft

of my father's estate, or ny nother's either, all gone behind
that evil wall of mist. Nothing but the memory of a big man
bearing a pennant. A red eagle carrying off a fish. |'ve thought
of painting it on ny shield, but there's no one can vouch for
ne."

Hat hor shopped chew ng and threw away his stick. "Sad,"
he said. He seened to be renmenbering something hinself.

Bith put a soft white hand on CaTs brown one. "I'msorry
to hear all that, Cal- It is sad. It really is. That's sonething
i ke what happened to nme. | lived in a castle that was al ways

in the msts- Sonetinmes | wonder if | could travel back inside
and go hone. But | don't think I can. " She stopped and
rubbed her nose. "Ooh, this wind is tiresome. Could we—
should we find a place to canp for the night?"

The three stood together as the shadow of the wall overtook
them Lying along the west, it eclipsed the sun and created
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a false twilight before the real dusk. The wi nd took on a new
life and edge, with a snmell of corruption. "Yes, let's," Ca
said. "But not within sight of that wall."

"You know, we can't go on like this."
"Li ke what ?"

"Wandering around wi thout any plan or sense," Cal re-
plied.

"W've a plan," Bith said. "W're bound for the north,
now. And Endril's the only one of us who wanders, and he
al ways comes back."

The four of them were hunkered around a canpfire. They

had found a hol |l ow anong sone | ow humocks. The | and

around was clad in tough grey weeds and tall grass that hissed
in the eternal wind. But down here only the holly sprig in
Endril's hat was rined. It took a lot of cutting with Hathor's
axe to get stenms for firewood, but they had enough for the
night. The elf had returned with a rock goat they roasted on

a spit.

Wth his new contrition, Cal was weighing his words so

not to offend. He waved hi s sharpening stone as he tal ked,
trying to recall how his father had nade suggestions. "It's
not just Endril's wandering, it's our whole manner of travel-
ling. We've been lucky, but we're going to get in trouble
sooner or later. Especially now that we're in dangerous coun-



try. More dangerous. Look at the way we hit ne bushes."

Even in the firelight they could see Bith blush. "Wat | do
in the bushes is none of your business”."

"No, no, not you personally. W all have to hit the bushes.
But we need to have sone sort of plan for—hitting the bushes
or going for water or taking point or whatever. | nean," Cal
couldn't took at Bith for blushing hinself, "with a bunch of
soldiers, if a guy has to, uh, hit me bushes, he just goes a
short way off where everyone can see him Not that they | ook
but he stays cl ose enough that no eneny can pick himoff.
You woul dn't believe how many nmen get killed with their
pants down. But we're always getting out of sight of one
another. |If anyone starts tracking us we'd get picked off in a
day."

Endril asked calmy, "Wat would you have us do?"
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"I don't know! Something, some plan. And we shoul d have
a | eader."

"Who?" Bith asked. "You?"

"No, not nme necessarily. But soneone should be in charge.

Not for everyday stuff, but in case we have to make a decision
qui ckly. That's when a | eader counts.”

"We've done all right so far," Bith comrented. "I don't
think we need to turn ourselves into soldiers. Fromwhat |'ve
seen of soldiers, that would be a step down—for a lizard-
man. "

Cal said nothing. He stropped his sword bl ade viciously.

Bith drew a bl anket around her shoulders. For a tinme the
only sound was the sough of the wind through their holl ow
and the crackle of the fire. "It is a strange life we |ead,
t hough. The M stwall has displaced Cal and nme, we find.
What about you, Hathor?"

Hat hor was cutting the goat hide into strips and braiding it
with the end | ooped over his big black-nailed toe. He | ooked
up, surprise in his beady eyes. "Hunh? Me?"

"Yes, you. Wiy do you wander ?"

"Ch," his croak had an enbarrassed sound. "Not |ike mny
hone. It not a nice place.™

"Why not ?"

"Ch, trolls not nice people. Kill anyone who not a trol

and eat them Not nuch food in caves. Miushroons, white

fish with no eyes, nothing el se. Bats no good, no neat on

"em So trolls come out at night, catch deer or bear, possum
peopl e. People slow, easy to catch. But very salty and tough."
The troll had not noticed his conpanions' faces, or he would



have stopped tal king. But he was warmng to his subject.
"W not stay out in the daytime because sun hurt our eyes.
No can see good. And el ders say sun bumus, nake us blind,
kill us. We stay in dark.

"But one night, me got lost in woods. Stuck out when sun

cone up. Thought me would die in sun. But no. See |lots of

pretty colors. Geen grass. Flowers all over, white ones, yel-

| ow ones, even blue ones. Birds in trees, and little red flowers
even on trees! Liked it, didn't go back. Learned to eat other
things. No meat. Hair turn red.”

Cal stopped in md-strop. "Wat?"
Hat hor pointed to his flat head. He'd renoved his hat, as
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he always did at night. The humans realized nowit was as a
sun shade that he wore it. "Stop eat neat-—not nuch, any-
way—hair turn red. No troll ever have red hair before.”

Cal asked, "Is that true, Endril?"
"l never saw one with red hair before."

Bith said, "It's probably the sun that changed your hair
frombrown to red, Thor- Not the |ack of neat-'

The troll pulled at his lip with a craggy finger. Then he
grunted and continued his braidi ng.

Bith said, "And you, Endril. What brings you to the I and
of men?"

Endril sat without saying anything for sone tine. Hathor

slid the goat off the spit onto a flat stone and used his axe to
quarter it. He handed the sections out. Each ate with a knife
and his or her fingers. The silence stretched out, and finally
the elf filled it. His voice matched the night breeze in the

way it lifted and fell. It was sonorous and other-woridly.

"The | ands of nmen and the | ands of elves overlap,” he

began.' ' Some of each are common, sone not. Before, a long
time ago, el fhome ranged wi der and farther. Magic, or per-
haps sonet hing el se, has | eeched sone of it away. Now

el fhome recedes like the tide, as the ocean once receded from
the Iand hersel f. This spot we occupy was once under water
You can often split a rock and find a seashell inside."

Cal gave a grunt that sounded negative, but he said noth-
ing. Bith and Hat hor chewed on strips of goat and |istened

raptly.

"The | and, the ocean, the wind, the sun, all run in cycles,
waxi ng and wani ng, growi ng and shrinki ng. Nothing ever

goes away, it only bides its tine. In tinmes past the | and gave
rise to the speaking races. First elves. Then cane nen and
others. Sonething is | ost as each new race arises. Elves are
nost a product of the land."



Cal asked, "More than nmen?"
"Yes. Humans do not live with the land, they live on it."
"What's the difference?"

"The difference is in how the races treat Mther Earth.
Humans take fromthe |l and and gi ve not hing back but their
bodi es when they expire. Elves give back as they take. They
give nore, and inprove the land."

Cal pointed with his greasy dagger. "Wait a mnute, what
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do you nean, 'inprove the land' ? Humans do that. |fapasse

of humans travel to a valley that's enpty, that has nothing in
it but grass, and they build houses and plow the soil and bring
forth a crop, if they thin the forest so you can nove through

it and divert a streamto create a pond full of fish and do |ike
things like that, how can you say they haven't inproved it?
There was not hing there before and there's suddenly plenty!"

"If you say so, man. But that you can think a valley ful
of grass is 'enpty' speaks vol unes."

"l don't understand."
"No, you do not."

Cal and Endril glared at each other for a while, then Bith
put an end to it. "Be that as it may . . . ummm. . . Endrit,
| have a question. | have heard that the [ands of the el ves-
i nproved as they are—are ever so nmuch nore beautiful than
the lands of nmen. Is that not true?"

The elf replied, "It is.
Cal snorted.

"And | have furthernore heard that elves love their |and

nore than their very lives. That they suffer homesi ckness and
| oneliness in the extreme, nore so than any humans can even
understand. Isn't that true?"

The elf's reply this time was quieter. "Yes. It is."
"Then why do you choose to travel the |Iands of nen?"

Endril didn't reply, and Bith repeated the question, but

gently. Finally the pale figure spoke. "l—-have no choice."
"Why not ?"
Endri Ps face was as solem as they'd ever seen it. "l—am

no | onger welcome in the |l ands of the elves.™



It was Bith's turn to say nothing. Cal asked, wi thout ran-
cor, "Wiy? Wat did you do?"

The el f sat, saying nothing, |ooking at nothing, for the
| ongest tine. Then he rose and wal ked away into the bl ack-
ness.

Cal stood up. "Hey, come back! Hey— He trotted out of
the firelight, but there was nothing to see.

The boy sat back down. He stirred the fire with a crooked
stick and then tossed it in. "Great. He's gone."

"What do you care?"

The soldier glared at the magic user. "He's off again! \Wan-
dering all over hell and gone, leaving us in the lurch to get
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our throats cut! And what did / do anyway? You're the one
started aski ng himquestions'"

"Some questions you shouldn't ask."

Cal raised both hands to the sky. "Oh, excuse me, your

royal highness\ I"'msorry if |I want to know somet hi ng about
the people | break bread with, and stand watches wi th, and
turn nmy back to! I"'msorry if | want to know whether 1 can
count on soneone in a fight, or whether they' |l disappear |ike
a wisp of snoke!"

"You think the nagic users will run out on you too, eh?"

"I didn't say mat!"

Bith sl amred hersel f back agai nst a grassy hummock. She

fol ded her blanket just so and snuggl ed down inside, then
arranged her cl oak about her shoulders. "I'm done talking.
CGood flight”"

"What about setting a guard?"

"You like it so much, you stand guard!"

Hat hor had already | ain down and pulled his hat back on

Cal did a poor job of banking the fire and then fl opped down
hi nsel f. He spread his bl anket |oosely over hinself. He po-
sitioned his sword alongside his right leg and his shield at the
left. He said to the air, "Fine, fine. Good night yourself, al
of you. | hope you wake up alive."

"Cal!'"

The regal voice shouted in CaTs ear even as a drumi ng
trilled along his spine. Soldier's instinct shot himinto the air.

Sonet hi ng was charging at himfromthe dark. H's mind



regi stered sinply Not one of ours and he swung the sword
whil e putting up his shield.

A club cl onrped agai nst his wooded shield even as his bl ade

bit into the attacker's side. Cal could tell by the feel that the
edge had cut into nuscle before fetching up agai nst bone.

The depth of the cut and the sag of his opponent's body told
himit was a nortal wound. He shoved the body away—t

woul d act as a partial shield on his |eft—even as he put back

his right foot to spin to that side

Sur e enough, another assailant was com ng up fast be-

hi nd—a coward who had hel d back just |ong enough to |et

hi s compani on rush in and draw attack. Cal conpleted his
turn, hooked his shield around. Since he was al ready noving
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in that direction, he used the nomentum of the swi ng. Back-
handed, he threw power to his shoul der and tensed his fore-
arm cracked his wist at the |last nonent, and connected

wi th somet hing soft. He dragged his shield back across for
protection, but he'd done enough danage to stop bis oppo-
nent. The creature (he sensed it wasn't a man) was down
before himin the dark. Cal |ooped his armover his head and
added anot her stroke to his invisible enenmy. The tip of the
sword split a spine and his foe crunpl ed.

Cal stonped his feet to get his bal ance and sucked cold
night air to wake hinself up. So far he'd done no thinki ng—
every action had been pure training. And even as he awoke,
his instinct was running down a list. Wat to do next? Get
his back to a wall, or pronontory, or the fire, or any unpass-
abl e obstacle, preferably one that would stop mssiles. There
was nothing solid here, so it had to be the fire. But only
temporarily, for it would Iight himup while his eneny held
t he darkness. \What next? Gauge the nunmber of enemny as best
he could. A pattering in the earth under his feet said they
were all around. Not too many, maybe four. He'd killed two,
and that made sense. Six was a common nunber for a patrol
There were sounds above the gurgling of the dying. Sone-
thing was growing in an al nost human tone, but sonething

el se was snuffling. Dogs? Inpossible to tell bow many. Four
live enenies then, two or nore dogs. Bad odds, though the
fire at his back hel ped. What to do? Run to a safer position
maybe keep going. But—first check the state of his conpan-
ions. H s eyes had taken in nothing but one slimshape as
he'd noved in battle. Endril was still gone men, and now

Hat hor was m ssing too. Damm them He'd told them-never

m nd. Work with what you have.

"Bith!" he hissed. "Wake up! W're under attack!"
"Hunh?" A sl eepy murmur sounded fromthe ground. He'd
been up and killed two somet hi ngs and she hadn't even
woken! "Wha—=2"

"Bith, dam you, wake—€rom"

Cal junped forward. Two dark shapes had materialized



fromthe grass over the giri. Cal couldn't see themwell, only
their shapes as they bl ocked the stars just above the horizon
But it was enough. He took one, two. three short solid hops—
for the worst riling you could do in a fight was to fall down—
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and screanmed and swung. He prayed that Bith woul d keep
her head down. "Hyaaaaa!!!!!l"

A monster shrieked as Cal's swing chopped into its arm

He'd neant to only nick the beast and let his sword travel on
to also sting the other. Incapacitating two foes was better than
killing one outright and | eaving the other whole. But it was
hard to judge the distance in alnpst total darkness. He snelt
UK copper tang of blood as the thing retreated. The ot her
ducked and | atched onto Bith with inpossibly long arnms. It
tugged at the giri, who came fully awake for the first tine.
Cal hopped in, way too cl ose—l ose enough to get fingers
stuck in his face—but the beast was centered on the girl and
not paying attention. These whatevers were poorly trained,
the soldier was relieved to see. He crashed his blade onto a
bare back. He heard skin split and ribs crack and then the
thing was down. Two foes dead, two wounded. \Were were

the others, and the dogs? Could he and Bith get away quick
enough?

"Bith! Get—ahh\"

Bith had been dream ng of home again. She'd heard the

screans of prisoners in the dungeons, the cries of ravens out-
si de her wi ndow. Then somnething was | ooni ng over her

stepping on her. Wde awake (or so she thought) Bith rolled
over in a tangle of blanket and cl oak

And collided with Cat's leg. Of balance, the boy fell square
on top of her. Bith oojed and Cal tunbled clear

"What are you doingf" the girl demanded.
"Shut up! We're under attack!"
"Attack?"

"This way!" Cal snatched her billowed sleeve and pulled
her close to him "Stay at ny back and keep quiet!"

"Where are Hat h—
"Shut «p!"

Bith shut up. She hooked her hand in the back of Cal's belt

and stunbled along in the dark after him She discovered that

t he grassy humocks that has seenmed so snmooth and uniform

in the daylight were suddenly full of chuck holes, rocks, roots,
and ridges. She tripped again and again until she |learned to

put her feet flat. She thunped into Cal's back a half dozen
times as he shuffled and stopped, ducked forward and

crouched, backed up and crabbed al ong si deways.
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"Where are we goingf" she finally had to whisper

"There's a—where is it?—pocket with some trees—

somewhere here-1 found it earlier when | wal ked around. W
shoul d be able to—+s that it? Yeah!—get under the | eaves—
Watch it!"

Bith heard only the rapid patter of feet and a | ow grow .
Then Cal grunted and slammed full into her. A hideous snarl -
ing split the darkness where Cal had stood. The boy rasped,
"Leggo ny—hand, you foKsy-Bith, use a sleep spell!"”

"I don't know one!" the giri wail ed.
"Don' (?—well, what do you—get a-way\"

Bith didn't know what to do- Cal had to be westling with

a dog, but she couldn't see a thing. That was it! Light would
hel p! Wth clumsy fingers she dug in her pouches and pro-

duced a dried firefly. Chanting as quick as she could w thout
mangl ing the spell, she flicked the tiny carcass into the grass
a dozen feet away.

Fire broke out and quickly |icked anong the dry grass.

Wthin seconds there was |ight enough to read a book as a

patch of grass blazed in the night. Bith shielded her eyes from
it and | ooked for Cal

The boy was in trouble. A wolf alnost as tall as Cal had
himby the sword hand. It was a fierce-1ooking beast, |ong
and gaunt and ribby with shaggy patches of grey-white fur

Its head was wide and flat and the black eyes shone I|ike

| anps. Fortunately, Cal had on his | eather gauntlets. But the
wol fs jaw was | ocked on his sword arm and coul d not be

shaken of f.

Cal turned fromthe light with a curse. "W/ W're blind
enough! —= He gave up talking and tried to slamthe wolf

with his shield. He tried to kick its belly or back legs, tried
to west his armloose to get in a bloww th his sword. But

the animal was as clever as it was sturdy. It danced on its
back feet to keep out of range even as it dragged its victim
forward and off-balance, all the time snarling quietly with its

nmuzzl e | ocked shut.

Bith fingered all her pouches as she tried to think of another
spell that could stop the wolf. Then sonething hit her from
behi nd and she went sprawling. Caws skittered al ong her

sides as teeth snapped on her hood. The giri gasped. If she
hadn't had her chick hood up, the teeth would have net in
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t he back of her head. Then she went flat on her face under the
full weight of the body. She bleated, "Cat! Help ne!"



Cal sucked wi nd and smacked twice at the wolf's head with

the iron edge of his shield. - The blows rapped on the tough
skull with no effect. He switched tactics, shucked his shield
fromhis left arm and fished for the dagger on his belt. But
the wolf twisted its powerful neck and knocked hi m over

si deways. Hi s sword thrashed against the grass. "Bith! Get
away! " he shouted. The wolf thunped both huge front feet

onto his chest. By the light of the burning grass he saw two
rows of yellow teeth draw back to rip out his throat.

The jaws suddenly snapped shut. The wol f's nose dropped
like a rock to bang Cal's nose, then the full weight of the
beast thudded onto him It was dead wei ght. Sonethi ng had
killed the wol f.

The boy shoved away the snelly carcass and rolled onto
all fours. He hunted for his sword as he | ooked for the an-
swer .

Tall and dark against the grass fire, Endril the elf stood
poi sed over Bith and her attacker. Fromwhite hair to I ong
grey cloak to thin bony arns, his soft outline was like a
ghost's. At the end of his armwas a slimblack bl ade that
had transfixed Bith's wolf as he had dispatched Cal's. He

whi pped the al nost-invisible blade out of the dying wolf's
body. Wth his boot he shoved the carcass clear of the giri's
body. He caught her by the upper armand lifted her. She

t hanked hi m shakily.

Cal recovered his shield and sword, pulled his baldric round
strai ght and approached Endril from an angl e where he could
be seen. "You! Were have you—*

The elf shot a hand in the air. He canted his head into the
wind. "Hst! T isHathor!"

"\What about hin?" Cal asked, but Endril was off, |oping
across the prarie with long strides. Cal swore and ran after
him Bith trailed al ong.

Toppi ng a hunmock brought them back to their canpsite.
The fire had died down to coals, but there was enough light to
see Hathor fighting for his life.

The troll had tossed away his hat and bearskin cloak. In
the red firelight he | ooked nuch |like his enem es. These were
a pair of dog-like men w elding clubs. They were just over
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five feet tall and stooped. Short bristly hair stood up all over
their bodies, growing in a mane that travelled fromtheir

crowns down their spines. Their shoul ders and arns were

wi de and powerful, their legs bent curiously like a dog's.

They wore no clothing other than their native spots. Most

di sturbing was their faces. They had recedi ng brows and

poi nted ears, and el ongated snouts with dark noses like a
hound's. Their teeth were yellow and long, curled in snaris
uglier than the wol ves' had been



The two worked as a pair. One waved his gnarled club in

Hat hor's face as the other circled. Animal-like, they were

qui ck to junp back whenever the troll swung his long felling
axe. At each swing the forenpst beast woul d dance back while
his partner got in a solid rap. Even as the three breasted the
ridge they heard a painful crunch that made Hat hor stagger

The two yi pped and raised their clubs for the final blows.

A clear singing call arrested their arns and nmade them

mm Endril |eapt down the slope with his sword swishing in
the night sky. The creature behind Hathor bleated and turned
to run. The elf overtook himand ran the bl ade through his
back. Cal charged breathlessly for the other assail ant, but
Hat hor' s axe made a noi sy thwack! that fol ded the beast over
like a sapling. In a frenzy the troll set both feet w de and
slamed the axe again and again into the lifel ess body.

The crunchi ng, chopping, smashing sounds made Bith ill.
"Thor!" she shrilled. "Stop, Thor! Please, stop!"

Hat hor sl ammed his axe down a final tine and stopped.
Spent, he held onto the handle and panted |ike a bell ows.

Cal trotted back up the slope and scanned what he could

see of the horizon- Only the wind nmoved. A cool night breeze
dried the sweat on his brow and chilled his danp cl ot hes.
When Cal was satisfied all was clear, he rejoined the party
by their ravaged canpsite.

Hat hor had snatched up a scrap of filthy clothing that he
used to wipe his axe clean. Cal w ped his blade on the grass,
then stropped it with his stone to bring back the edge. Al
the while he kept casting about, turning around in the dark
Endril studied the faces of their dead enemies. Only now did
Bith realize there were nore than two dead bodies on the
ground. Were she had been sl eeping were two nore. She
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joined Endril and grinmaced at the ugly masks of death. She'd
seen these things before.

"Well," Cal panted, "Wat are they?"

The first sneak thieves, the ones Cal had killed, were |like
deformed nmen, skinny and shrivelled, but with knotty arms
and | egs. Their faces were nmostly nassive bony brow ridges
and heavy jaw. Their teeth were snarled and fanged. Their
skin was a dirty grey, and they wore only scraps of | earner
arnor that rmust once have bel onged to nmen. C ubs studded

wi th obsidian |ay near their bodies.

Endril pointed with his invisible blade to the first attackers.
"These be ores, conmon ones. Hardy, stupid, vicious. Not
terribly strong or able, their strength lies in nunmbers, and the
way their commanders drive them There are other types of

ores, taller and stronger, w ser, crueller."



He stepped to the others and pointed out the snouts. Lines
of black trickled away fromthe nonsters: fleas and mites
deserting a cooling body. "These be gnolls, hyena nen. They
are only half sane but with a wolf's cunning."

Bith shuddered. "And were those wol ves that attacked ne
and Cal over the hill?"

Endril frowned, his face long and vanpiric in the half-
light. "Too large for wolves. They nust have warg bl ood.
Bred by the dark lords, nost likely."

Hat hor had fi ni shed cl eaning his weapon. He stooped now
for his cloak and floppy hat. "Should nmove camp,"” he
grow ed. "Mre conme, maybe."

"Yes, that would be best," Endril agreed. "These may be
an isolated raiding party, or the vanguard of a | arger group
The sooner the better—

"Not hing's going to be better for quite sone tine!" cane

a bark fromthe edge of the firelight. It was Cal. "We' Il just
wal k square into sone other disaster. W night as well get
ourselves killed here as anywhere!"

H s three compani ons stared at him

"Don't give ne those | ooks! The I ot of you are responsible
for this! We're lucky, dammed | ucky, to be standing here at

all.
Hat hor said, "W fight—=

"Cut it!" the boy interrupted. "Any nore fighting like
this and we'll die, singly and painfully! Look what happened!
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Bith fast asleep, and ne—+ admit that. No idea where Endri

is or even if he's com ng back! Hathor who knows where

when the fighting starts, and then having to fend for hinself
back here because Bith and | are fleeing to a stronger posi-
tion!l Afine lot of babes in the woods we are!" Cal rubbed

at a raw claw mark on the side of his face. In doing so he
found his right glove was mangl ed along with the hand be-
neath. He stripped off the ruined glove and threw it on the
ground.

The wi nd sighed. Ashes swiried in the fire pit. Endril said,
"Let us move canp before we speak again." He, of course

had nothing to pack, nor did Hathor. Bith rolled up her blan-
ket and canp gear. Cal savagely jamed his blanket into his
light pack and slung it over his shoulder. He tramped off to
the north.

The others trailed along, Bith stunbling like Cal in the
dark. Endril and Hathor moved as easily as if it were ful



day. After Bith had jolted herself a dozen tines, her fatigue
and exasperation gave vent to her innernost thoughts.

"You don't need to protect me just because |I'm a wonan,
you know " she said to no one in particular

Cal turned around and wal ked backwards. "What ?"
"You al ways protect ne because |I'ma woman, | said!"

Cal snorted. "Gdis nmore like-it. And it's not true. W
protect you because you're a nmage and defensel ess. You've

got not hing but enpty hands and belt full of geegaws to keep
of f the beasties when they cone at you. And, you know, it
woul d be right handy to know exactly what spells you do

know. When those wolves were ready to bite our faces off |
asked you for a sleep spell, and then | | earned you don't have
one. | thought every nmagic user knew that spell!"

"Shows what you know about spelling!"

"' 1 won't get nuch older to learn anything at this rate. \Wat
spel s do you know?"

Bith did not answer as they trudged al ong.

Cal turned back to the trail and his voice carried over his
shoul der. "Sec? Secrets. Wonderful. | don't know not hi ng
about spelling, or much el se except swi nging a sword. But

"Il tell you, when | travelled with sol diers and kni ghts at

| east | knew what we didn 't know. W didn't have any secrets
that counted. But with nmages and elves and trolls it's a sur-
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prise every mnute. Too bad you al nost have to get killed to
| earn sonething. Never mind, | can see |I'mwasting ny
breath. "

The party did not go far, only a mle or so. Endril said

they could not really hide if there were nore ores around,

for they could sniff out their trail. But they found a flattish
dish rimmed with brush that would be shelter fromthe w nd

yet leave themfree to flee in any direction if necessary. They
didn't bother with another fire. Wung out fromtheir exer-
tions and | ack of sleep, the humans and troll fell to the ground
and runbl ed to nake thensel ves confortable. Endril squat-

ted in their center and gazed around the horizon

Cal had grunbled quietly every step of the way. Now he
rai sed his voice and asked tiredly, "Who's got first watch?
O are we to trust in the fates again?"

"I will watch,*" Endril replied. "T'was | who was rem ss
in leaving the party."

Cal grunted.

Hat hor munbl ed, "Sun come up, we practice fighting. To-
get her. Be good fun,"



Bith said sleepily, "Haven't we done enough fighting with
each ot her today?"

"Sleep," Endril told her

Cal propped hinself up on one el bow. "You know, Bith,
the reason we protect you is because you' re one of us. Like
it or not."

Bith yawned. "S' nice—to have—friends.

And practice they did over the next few days. At breakfast
and di nner, before turning in or while wal king- They al so
tal ked. They worked out some sinple battle orders and for-
mati ons, they di scussed which spells Bith mght use to sup-
port their actions. They formed wedges with Hathor the
axeman in the mddle, Cal and Endril flanking him and Bith
acting as backup. They worked out watches and schedul es

and smoot hed rough edges. They still maintained their se-
crets and privacy, but at |east they knew where and when to
expect each other.

Endril still wandered afield, but he told them when he
woul d return—dsually. And it was whil e wanderi ng one day
that he nmade a di scovery.

CHAPTER
5

"Hoy!" came a distant shout. They turned and | ooked up

the trail, which wound its way into a broken | and of head-
hi gh rocks and fissures. Endril stood in the m ddl e distance,
a bl ack scarecrow shape agai nst the white sky. He waved his
bow and cal |l ed sonet hing they couldn't hear in the w nd.
"Wonder what he's found now?" Cal said.

"Probably sone exotic mushroom " Bith replied.

"I Ii ke mushroons,"” Hathor added.

Bith smled. "Conme on. Let's see what it is."

Endril led theminto the rocks, down ravines that dipped

and clinbed, to stop at the bottomof a gully. This was al npst
a pass through the hills. The walls were fragnented and
craggy, in some places only head high, in others towering
above. They were shot through with cracks and pockets and
probably caves higher up. The floor was smooth in the center
trod by a thousand feet, speckled with fallen rocks.

Endril pressed his ear against a stone wall. He waved them
toit. "Listen."

"To what?" asked Cal

Bith put her ear to the crack. It was about nine inches wide.
65
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She strained to hear and then started. "It's a voice! Calling

for help!"



Cal listened. Faintly, weakly, far back, he too thought he
could hear a cry for help. O it could have been the w nd.

Hat hor was nore sure. "Soneone there, all right. | got
good ears."
Cal stepped back and | ooked at the wall. It was nore frac-

tured here than solid. In fact, now that he studied it, the space
was pan of a huge rift janmed with rock. Din and weeds
had settled into the holl ows.

"How coul d anyone be alive in there? Is there a cave or
somet hi ng? They woul d have had to crawl in fromthe other
side. O conme up fromunderground. It mght be—fairies or
sone kin."

Hat hor had his bl ocky head to the crack. "It Vili.*'
"Vili? In there?"

Cal brightened. "Hey, that remi nds nmei \Wen those ores
attacked the other day, a voice shouted to wake ne up. It

nust have been Vili."

"He's good for sonething, anyway," Bith observed. "But
he should be able to float out of there."

Endril nodded. "It is strange. Vili hasn't nmuch power in

this plane, but he should grow stronger as we go further north.
But then, the closer we come to the sword the nore his power

is drained. O so | guess."

"Why doesn't he just junp out onto my sword as he has
bef ore? How rmuch effon can that be?"

"Draw your sword," Bith suggested.

Cal did, but no face appeared. Hathor called into the crack
"Vili! Come out to sworo!"

"What will you?" piped a snmall voice.

The adventurers bunped heads to peer at the blade. In the
foggy pitted surface of the sword they could see a man's face
as if under water. In the wan sunlight it |ooked a denon's

face, like the one on Bith's belt buckle.

"What were you doing in that cave?" Bith asked the tiny
god.

"Cave?" squeaked Vili. "I amin no cave, but amrather—
here and there. And busy. \Wat do you require?"

Cal waggl ed the blade. " You asked us for help. Now you're
out, what do you want ?"
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The sword waggled itself. "Addl e-pated fool! Cretin!



Crack-brain! | amin no cave! Now | eave usi" The face van-
i shed.

The four stood for some while | ooking at the crack in the
wal | and at each other. Hathor |istened. "Someone still in
there."

"Soneone el se?" Bith asked.
Hat hor shrugged.

After a time Cal said, "We're not noving, so | suppose
we' ve decided to free him"

"I suppose,” the girl agreed.

"How shall we do it?"

They tal ked. Cal asked Bith if she had some spell that

could "suck himout of there." Bith told himno. She did

float a light spell inside, but it couldn't penetrate very far
Hat hor suggested they return to a tree they' d passed earlier

and cut it as a lever. They dispatched himto fetch it. Ca
clinmbed the wall and inspected the top for prom sing cracks.

The stones were | ocked tight and tanped down flat. It |ooked

as if ator to the left had split and collapsed into a side ravine.
Dwarf trees decorated the top. Cal searched for an entrance

to a cave beyond, but there was nothing. Bith recalled a spel
that mght help and they discussed its use. Endril brewed tea
and spitted a brace of ptarmigan as they waited for Hathor's
return. Eventually the troll returned dragging a tree trunk that
Cal doubted anyone else could lift.

As they ate the sparse nmeal Cal aired some thoughts. "I

-still wonder what kind of being can live under a pile of rocks.
Have you | ooked at that wall and the cap? There are trees on
top of there hundreds of years old! Wat kind of thing can

live in a cave for hundreds of years?"

Endril stared at the sky and said nothing. Bith bit her lip.
Hat hor said, "Not trolls."

The elf said slowy, "Many things live ong by man's stan-
dards. Elves, fairies, turtles. Denobns, giants, rock |izards.

You cannot judge a soul by its age."

"But what if it's .not a real person? Wiat if it's an old nagic
trap or a will o' the wi sp or something?

Their magic user said, "W'Ill never know what it is unti
we dig it out."

"Curiosity kills cats,” the boy told her.
5i,
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"But never sol diers?"

"Never. Drink and the pox kill soldiers.”

Hat hor spoke. "We hel p hi m because he need help,"

No one could rebut that, so they finished their nmeal and
began.

Cal used his work-worn dagger to pry a rock | oose from

the wall. Together the three nmales set the lever into the socket,
wiggled it into place, and heaved. Boul ders groaned and
shifted. Soil clouded around them A section of wall tunbled
down and they repeated the process. And nore. Git settled
onto their faces and slid down their necks. A |eg-breaking
rock dropped practically on CaPs foot, making hi m Junp.

Wth wi ggling and straining and droppi ng the bar and not a
little cursing they eventually gouged a hole six feel deep. But
then they fetched up agai nst a boul der that showed no edges.

It could have been any size and it conpletely blocked their
pat h.

Cat rubbed a dirty sleeve across a dirty face. "That son of
a bitch better really be in there. Your turn, Bith." The nen
sat down to watch and sip water and get their breath back
Cal did, anyway. Endril and .Hathor seened hardly put out.

The giri crept into the hole and scooched forward to the

of fendi ng rock. She seened cal m enough, but her lower lip
betrayed her, clanped as it was in her teeth. The giri |eant
si deways to gather some light. Wth her small knife she
scooped a hole at the | ower edge of the boulder and into it
pl aced a fresh green weed. She then trickled water froma
skin down the face of the rock and onto the weed. Then the
men coul d just hear her whisper in a queer cadence.

Bith finished with a shake of her head and scranbl ed back

out of the hole. She stood poised, like a ferret over a rabbit
hol e, wat chi ng.

Cal asked, "Well? Are you—

"Shhhh! 11"

G rrruuuunnNTMNNN.

"What's that?"

Aeeeerrrrrnmmn. G rmnuuuuu

It was the boulder. It was growing. It was swelling like a
gas bubble, like a | oaf of bread dough

Cal whistled. "Woa! That's something!"
Bith raised a hand in the air-"Yes, but-—
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As the rock expanded it shoved at its nei ghbors. The boul -
der pressed outwards fromthe hole. Cracks ran up the face
of the rock wall. Dirt under pressure geysered fromthe top
As if in a dream Bith watched the course of her destruction
run. The boul der showed no signs of stopping.

"LookaJT! "

The wal | above them gave way as the whol e side of the

ravine split open. Bith spun and caroned into Cal. Qut of the
corner of her eye she saw her conpani ons di sappear. Endri

was of f the ground and gone |ike a grasshopper. Hathor | eapt

at the wall behind him dug his fingers into soil and rock

and clattered up the slope like a squirrel up a tree. Cal caught
the girl and al nost knocked t hem both down. She pushed at

hi s chest.

"RUN"

Wth a crunmp! the side of the ravine fell flat on the place
they had stood seconds before. The earth shook so hard that
Ca! fell to his knees. Bith landed on top of him She was
surprisingly heavy for so small a thing, he noticed. But she
was very soft. Then the two were coughing in the gout of
snoky dust that plumed up and down the ravine. Lanely the
boy snatched Bith's sl eeve and scranbl ed for air sonewhere
down the trail.

The two finally stopped where -the weak autumm sun fel

on them Every nove made dirt trickle fromtheir clothing
and start them coughi ng agai n. They sat down and gasped
for breath.

"Good spell," the boy hacked
"Thank—you. "

Eventual |y the dust settled. Endril and Hathor and Cal and
Bith reformed and gingerly picked their way down the now
bl ocked ravi ne.

They found their tiny hole had grown into a pocket clear

to the sky, twenty feet high and wi de and deep. The keystone
had fractured into a dozen pieces fromthe stress of expanding
and then shrinking. In the process it had shattered the whol e
wall and tipped it onto the ravine floor. Cal grunted and
grunted again. "That's some spell, all right. Does it always
wor k that well?"

The other males murmured assent. Bith | ooked enbar-
rassed. "Never, never this well. Wen |'ve used enlarge bc-
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fore it made things twice their size, not—ten times. |-+ think
my powers are—nore powerful here. But | don't know why."



At the back of me new pocket they could see a tiny Mck
hol e that went straight back- Cal said, "That nust be where
our nysterious captive—=

"Ho." Hathor had turned around to point to nme opposite
wal | of the ravine, high up. "Look there.'*

The others turned. There was sonethi ng poi sed al ong the
wal |, watching them Its four-|egged shape was sil houetted
agai nst the sky. Cal asked, "Is it a goat? Shoot it, Endr—

The el f shouted, "It's a—

The thing leapt thirty feet to hit the ravine floor with a
thunp! Bith screaned and covered her head as the thing
| anded right beside her,

It was a nonster. Big, long, and low Body like a lion. A
tawny belly and brown back, black claws, white teeth. A
brassy snell. Tiny wings and a human face.

Bith ducked and skittered past the unnoving nen. She put
hersel f behind the stolid troll and this horrendous menace that
had fallen fromthe sky.

"Thor! Your axe! Hit it! Quick! HT ITH"

But the troll didn't nove. Neither did Cal or Endril. Al
three of them stood where they had turned, staring.

Bith shot a glance past the troll's w de shoul ders. Bal and
Bast, what was it? Everything in her first nightmare inpres-
sion was true. A perverted formof lion with grey vestigial
wi ngs and a nmockery of a human face. That face stared back
at her, stared with wi de brown eyes, deeper than any ani-
mal 's. Eyes as deep as a well, as a bottom ess pit

Bith shook her head. Dizzy, she stunbled over a rock and

fell. The shock of hitting the ground seened to wake her-
What was wrong with her? Ah! She was succunbing to a
spel ! This was the way she'd felt when her nother had dem

onstrated control spells to her daughter. But a monster that
spel | ed? Then she knew what it was.

It was a sphinx, the nmonster with eyes that could hypnotize
smal | ani mal s and weak beings. And nen, for some reason

The men!

"Hey!" Bith shoved at the nen's backs. Nothing hap-
pened. She put her hand in front of the elf's eyes and waggl ed
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his head. He stood still as a statue. "Cal! Endril, Thor! Wke
up! Oh, please wake up!"



The beast grow ed and padded towards her. Panic over-
whel med her and she ran. She hunkered down behind a boul -
der, and peeped over the top with tears distorting her vision

Bith watched the lion-thing as it sniffed at the fronts of the

t hree nen—er one boy, one troll, and one elf. Dam Endril,
she thought, he of all people should have been able to resi st
the spell! Men were so clunmsy at anything cerebral! Bith

wat ched the tufted tail twitch in anticipation of a neal. Wat
to do? To make a spell work—any spell—she'd have to run

over there and touch the nonster, which would get her bitten
in half. What could she do to badger a sphinx? Ignite it?
Confuse it? Enlarge it? (That was a brilliant idea!) Ch, wait!
Ani mal s hated | oud noises. Now if she could just find the
right sort of rock

Bith scuttled around, swearing at herself and the nonster

and the men and the rocks of this canyon. Then she spotted

a stone that | ooked promsing. It was of tough stone with a
dark vein of necking in it. She | ooked again towards the non-
ster. It had pushed the nmen over like dummes. It twtched
its tail and checked Bith's novenents. It licked its chops: it
wanted to eat now Bith bit her lip. She wasn't even sure the
spell would work. She rolled the- rock in her hands as she
tried to renenber her nother's words.

What ever she said must have worked, for the rock began

to glow. And glow. It grew hot in her hands and Bith al npbst
dropped it. But that would be death. Clunsily she juggled
the glowing stone, trying to | ook at the sphinx and yet not
| ook. Then she yelled, "Hera and Hermes help nme\" and
threwit.

The explosion in the tight canyon was incredibly |oud. Rock
splinters shot everywhere. They whi ned around her ears and
ricocheted off the walls to plink into her hair. Too | ate she

t hought to duck. But then she hadn't totally believed it would
work. A blast spell was for experienced sorcerers, not nov-
ices. To do it right one should first place a hold spell on the
object, then work the blast spell, then get clear and rel ease
the hold. What woul d her nother say if she saw this clunsy
attenpt ?

But it had worked. The sphinx gave a horrid sob and | eapt
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high in the air (so high that men thought they flew) and |anded
far down the canyon. That was nore than Bith coul d have

hoped for. She whi pped her cloak free of her |egs and sped

to Endril and the rest. The nen were all three face up and
rigid as statues. Violently Bith wenched at Endril's shoul ders
and shook him

"Wake up! Wake up, you sanctinoni ous ol d curnmudgeon

You're going to be eaten\" She sl apped the elf's pale face
and felt his shoul ders sag- An eyeball twi tched, but no nore.
He was slipping into unconsciousness. Bith let himgo and



he fell back linp as a dead fish. She craw ed the short dis-
tance to the recunbent Hathor and pounded on his chest.
Maybe the troll was made of sterner stuff.

Anot her sob whooped in the canyon, not far away. The
sphi nx was coni ng back

Down the canyon it padded, wary of another blast but

driven by hunger. It hopped across boulders as lightly as dan-
delion fluff. Its face was horrible to see. The tw sted human
vi sage had been pulled like putty, tugged forward and round
in the cheeks so it resenbled the way the sun was portrayed
in books. But its nmouth was bared in a lion's grimace that
showed a lion's sharp teeth. Bith could even snell it now a
stink of amonia and rotten neat. She gave up on the trol

and funbl ed for another rock, but none were the right color
The sphinx topped the nearest boul der and | ooned over her

bl acki ng out the sky. Could she wield Cal's sword? She won-
dered what a lion's claws felt |ike when they struck

She never found, out. As the giri cowered and waited for
death, sonething grey leapt clean over her head and into the
sphinx's face. There was a snari of surprise fromthe nonster
then a grunt as it was rocked back. It tunbled fromthe rock
with something like a great grey spider attached to it.

The battle that followed was shrill and violent. There was
a tumult of screeching and snariing and howl i ng and ri pping
t hat boormed up and down the ravine. The mmgi c user's cu-
riosity overcame her common sense and Bith | atched onto a
boul der to pull herself up where she could see.

Sonet hi ng—they thrashed so wildly Bith could barely make

it out—-had appeared from sonmewhere to attack the sphinx.
The new thing was built like a man, but |ike no man could
be. It was grey all over, naked as a snake, with short |egs
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and two long arns. It had a bald pointed head and bi g nouth
with sharp teeth. And it was big—+t nade the huge sphinx
seem no larger than a hound dog.

The giant fought as savagely as the animal. It had cl anped
its teeth into the sphinx's nmuzzle. One long arm had the
sphinx by a forepaw, and the other hand (or claw) was tw sted
into the nonster's nmane. Because its nuzzle was |ocked in a
powerful jaw, the sphinx could bite nothing. Having one fore-
paw trapped in the air nmeant it couldn't get its bal ance, and
with the man-thing pulling down on its mane, the sphinx's
head was tilted painfully.

The sphinx could still sound though, and it did in that

pai nful hal f-sobbing, half-roar that set Bith's teeth on edge
It keened with pain and rage and humiliation all rolled into
one, as if the thing knew it was an abomi nation with no
ancestors, no home, no |ove or conpani onship or reason to

be. The tortured wail echoed up and down the canyon as the
nmonster felt itself being overpowered.



The grey giant kept after the beast. Wth its own shark's
teeth drawi ng bl ood fromthe sphinx's torn lips, he dragged
down i nexorably upon the mane while shoving up on the fore-
paw. The sphinx thrashed madly in the air for a mnute, then
was flipped over on its back. It went down with a crash
Caws windnmiUed in the air and connected. A rear paw stud-
ded with tal ons whi pped around and scored across the giant's
chest. Bith shuddered and cl osed her eyes. The big man's
back was towards her, and she thought surely he nust have
been di senmbowel | ed. He'd crunpl e over and die and the beast
would live, and cone after her. She started to back over

t he rocks when there cane a scream-the sphinx's.

The giant was still alive, still in command. He held the
monster's head down with his left arm pinning it to the
ground. The flailing forepaw was now | ocked in his teeth.

Bef ore the sphinx could rake himagain, the giant raised a
knotty fist high into the air and slamed it down on the cat's
ri bcage. Bith beard bones break. The fist sailed up and down
agai n, and again, and each time it pul ped bone |ike tinder

Bl ood spurted fromthe cat's nose. The fist rained again and
again until the sphinx stopped noving. The giant spat out the
linp forepaw and pushed away from the sphinx.

The cat, however, was not dead. Quick as a thought, as a
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bl ur, the beast jerked upright and | aunched itself at the giant.
It crashed into the grey man's chest and spilled himover

Sl obbering blood and drool, it fastened its teeth into his face
and hung on.

Bith wanted to scream She felt as if she hadn't drawn a
breath since the battle had started, and it seened she'd been
here forever. The giant had to be dead now. What woul d

happen t hen?

But the giant was unkillable. The two long arnms with those
rock-like fists rose on either side of the sphinx as it tw sted
its jaws and tried to rip the giant's face off. Wen the two
fists struck just below the ears the lion-thing was staggered.
Rattled, it let go. Its eyes glazed over. The giant's short |egs
ki cked and the creature slid off his body. The sphinx's jaws

cl acked as its chin banged a rock

I mredi ately the giant was up and on it. He grabbed onto A
the fallen animal's back legs and lifted. G appling, scrabbling

for purchase, the giant fol ded the nonster over backwards,
and pressed, and shoved, and strained, until the beast's back
| egs were al nost over its head. Bith hissed through her teeth
and peeked between her fingers. She knew what was com ng,

Wth a snap! the sphinx's spine broke. The beast gave one



| ast bl eat and stopped noving. The color faded fromits eyes. %
The giant let go and the carcass dropped to the ground. The ”
grey giant stood and watched it, unnoving. Rivers of bl ood A
trickled down the stone-like surface of his body. Al the bl ood

was fromthe cat.

Then he turned and noticed Bith.

The girl stared, as hypnotized by the giant as she had been A
by the sphinx. She didn't know whether to be thankful it had

saved her life, or fearful that it had saved her for last. Stil
staring, Bith crept backwards and slid over the edge of the

boul der.

She hurried to where her three nale conpanions still [ay

like toppled trees. She took Endril's face in her hands and e
patted his cheeks and pried open his eyelids. "Endril! Wke

up! | think we're in trouble again! Wake up! Pl ease!" A
After few nmoments the elf did rouse- He slowy reached f*

up a hand and rubbed his face. Then he sat up and | ooked S;
around. "What's happened?” A

Bith waved both hands. "You saw a sphinx and it hexed i
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you. And Cal and Thor. Understand? But a—gi ant—er sone-
thing came from+ don't know where—and killed it. But now
he's just on the other side of this boul der—oh\"

The elf peered up at the apparition that | ooned over them

Tall on the boulder, taller against the sky, the giant seened
taller than the sides of the ravine. Blood and foam and hanks

of brown hair still clung to his narrow chest. As they got

their first good ook at him they realized he was the strangest
being that Bith or even Endril had ever seen

The giant was over seven feet tall, but his proportions were
all wong. He had a |l ong head, pointed on top, entirely free
of hair, with long pointed features uniformy grey. H s eyes,
pupils and whites, were grey, even his teeth. His skin had a
fine soft sheen like a river-polished stone, or a lizard' s hide.
H s shoul ders and chest and hips were narrow. Hi s arns were

| onger than a man's woul d be, and his | egs shorter and bowed,
so his hands hung al nbst to his knees. The hands and feet
were equally long, twice as long as a nan's, with cat claws.
The hands scratched at the | ong gashes nade by the sphinx's
bl ack tal ons, gashes that showed only as fine white |lines.

The being stared down at themfor a time, then turned and
hopped away. After a few nonments nme giri and elf could
hear tearing, rending noises. And the champing of jaws.

"What' s been happeni ng?" Endril asked again.

Bith told himthe full story, for the elf could remenber
not hi ng after glinpsing the black eyes of the sphinx.



Endril's face was unreadable. He said, "Wy didn't you
just run away?"

Bith rubbed her chest, which hurt for some reason. "Wat?

| + don't know. | was thinking of too nmany different spells,
or sonmething." Her hairline hurt too, and when she rubbed

h she found a bunp and bl ood.

Endril rose. "Or sonething." He roused the boy and the
troll by pouring water froma skin onto their faces. He whis-
pered, "Be cautious. W are not out of the fire yet."

Cal and Hathor finally got to their feet. Bith spilled her
story yet again. At the end the elf pointed. Together the four
peeked over the boulder to | ook at the giant.

The tall creature was just finishing the sphinx. It had
cracked open the cat's skull and scooped out the brains. He'd
split the belly and gul ped down the internal organs, twi sted
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of f the I egs and munched on the runp and thighs. As the four
wat ched in m xed awe and horror, the giant splintered the

| eg bones and dug out the marrow with dagger-1like fingertips.
Bith and Endril grinaced in disgust, but Cal and Hathor found
t hey were hungry.

Suddenly the giant turned and addressed the party in a
surprisingly deep voice.

"You are wel | ?"

The party shook their collective heads at the words. It was
Endril who finally asked, "Good sir ... what, pray, are
you?"

The gi ant bel ched and rubbed his chin. He was now en-

tirely covered in gore: dirt, blood, dried spittle, hair, grease.
"I? 1 ama stone giant. Not so big for I'mnot ol d- Ratcatcher

is one of ny names. Vampg is another. Ratatosk and Gim

bod, Thunderer and Smite. Before | was trapped in yon hole

| was called Mountain Back Breaker. That is the nane | shal

use in these days."

"Mbount ai n Back Breaker?" said Cal

Cal straightened his baldric and checked his sword. The
giant's stony fists, swung at the ends of those whip-Iike arns,
nmust be fearsome weapons. They'd be even deadlier if he

chose to expose his talons. Cal thought a fighter couldn't be
better equipped, bomw th built-in nmaces, daggers, and war
hanmer s.

The giant | ooked all around the ravine, up at the sky and
seem ngly beyond. He scratched his chest idly. "Mich has
changed. "



Bith, trying not to | ook at the naked gi ant, |ooked rather
at the gaping hole they'd dug and broken open. "You were
trapped behind that stone? How | ong were you in there? And
haw did you get in there?"

The deep voice boonmed, ' 'I was cast there by denmpons on
a lark. W giants and demons have fought since time un-
known. A pack of themthought it amusing to drop a noun-
tain on me." He | ooked around again. "Ifs been sone tine."

The party didn't have nuch to say to that. Cal asked, "Wy
did you say your nanme was VU when Endril here heard you?"

"I told you. | have many names. Vili is one, after the god
of the north country."
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"That's what |1'd call a vast coincidence, for we are in Vi-
li's—the god' s—service these days. Funny you shoul d nmen-
tion that nanme to us, of all of themyou and the gods have."

The giant only grunted. He picked a bone splinter out of

his teeth. "Strange is fate. dad | am| called ny nane.
Trapped in there, it has been ny sorrow to hear everything
said by those who've passed this way for nmany a year. Yet

al ways | was hel pl ess to make nyself heard. Hope of rescue
has been mine a countless thousand tines, yet always it cane
to naught. | amin your debt."

Endril replied, "And we in yours- You killed yon nonster
while we were hel pless.”

"Yes."
Cal filled the silence. "I still think it's a big—=>
Bith cut himoff. "Cal."

The sol di er shut up. He reckoned the giant was |ying, and

he didn't like it. He didn't |ike anything about this character
The point on his skull rem nded Cal of the sharks' fins he'd
seen trailing fishing boats. Cal |ooked around at his compan-
ions for some help but they just watched him He resigned
hinself to dealing out the harsh words. "Fine, |ook, uh—
Backbreaker—you're free now, free to go wherever you like.

W' ve places to go—

"And | with you. | would see the world and its changes."

H s bony hands joined were a lunp of stone |arger than
Cal's head, and the boy stepped back. The giant's knuckl es
popped li ke rocks shattering in frost.

Cal shook his head. "No, I'msorry. W are four and we
plan to stay that way. Am1 right, fell ows?"

Endril said nothing. Hathor frowned. Bith bit her | ower
Up. "Where we're going it mght be nice to have soneone
strong with our party—=



"That ny job," Hathor interjected.

"Well, of course, yes, Thor," the giri corrected herself.
"But to have two mighty fell ows woul d be even better."

Endril spoke. "Do you know the reaches to the north of
her e?"

The gi ant bobbed his pointed head. "Aye. | amfromthe
north country, the far stony hills."

Cal tried again. "I don't think it's a good idea to sign
anyone el se on now. W've just worked out our strategies—
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Bith countered, "Wy are you in such a huny to be rid of
hin? W were in no hurry to be rid of you!"

"Yes, you were! You weren't going to be seen with a
st abl eboy, renenber?"

"That was a long tine ago."

Cal hesitated. He wasn't hinmself sure why he wanted to

| eave this giant behind. Some warrior's instinct just told him
to stay clear. But here was Bith conplicating things. And
glaring at him "Fine, fine. Never m nd. Wat's one nore?
Let's be wal ki ng north."

The giant nodded. "Let's. | would stretch ny legs."'*

Bith said,"Umm ... do you think . . . you could
find something to wear? It's, unmm cold at night. "
Endril had retrieved his bow and inspected the string. He
said to the giant, "She would have you cover your naked-
ness."

The giant gl anced down at his filthy body. "This? T is not
atradition anong us to wear the skins of dead things."

The elf pointed to the split hide of the sphinx. "Were we
go it is- | suggest you garb yourself in yon skin. T'will ease
our mnds." '

The gi ant shrugged and picked up the skin. He ripped off
some | oose strings, poked rents in it with his fingers, and
pulled it over his body. It covered what was necessary to
cover, Bith was glad to see.

"Fine," Endril said. "Does that suit you, good Bith?"

Bi th nodded, her cheeks afire. She strapped her bl anket rol
over her shoul der and took off after Cal down the canyon.

Cal, in the lead for once, stopped and checked on his com



pani ons. Endril was nowhere to be seen. Bith strode al ong
wi th her decorous sway and her head hel d high. Hathor
stunped al ong behind her |ike a dog. Muntain Back Breaker
trod along in his sphinx skin.

Cal faced forward and marched. He grizzled to hinself,

"That fellow ought to charmthe locals. A fine kettle of fish.
Soon we'll be an arny of outcast misfits and still have no

| eader. "

So saying he passed fromthe head of the ravine and out

on the flat again. Far to his left the great wall of cloud clung
to the earth like dirty wool. It was sunset and the cloud cast

a shadow on the | and before it. A long and dark shadow.

QUTCASTS 79

Six days later they were still marching over the yellow plain.
They coul d see the | and di pped ahead, all across the horizon
and they wondered where the | and went.

Endril popped into sight up there, as sudden as a hare. As

usual , he'd been on point. Now he waved them down with

| ong sweeps of his hands. They hunkered into the tall grass
and waited. Endril joined them practically on his belly -

"We arrive. There be scouts about. Follow me to shelter
Keep low, off nme skyline."

The party crept awkwardly through the grass, across scree.

and into a rocky fissure. The fissure termnated at the edge
of a bluff that overl ooked a wide valley. The strung-out party
reached the edge and stopped one by one. Endril first, flow
ing like a ghost, Cal scuffling in his broken boots, Bith with
her light step, Hathor with his sturdy stanmp. And bringing

up the rear came Backbreaker, scrabbling as much with his

arms as his short |egs.

They gazed down into the valley and were silent.

The vall ey ran east-west. The eastern arm fl owed out of

sight. Geen conifers and red-yell ow hardwods dotted

the sl opes of yellow grass. The western armwas shut off by the
Mstwall, tall, silent, roiling. On the opposite side of the
valley, two or three mles away, the land rose again in a gentle
sl ope before striking nmountains that ran off into infinity. The
peaks were stark, inhospitable. They | ooked inpassable. This
val l ey, then, was where the fabled and mysterious highlands
began.

Directly across fromthe party, caught between the fertile
val l ey floor and the sharp nountains, was a flattened sl ope,

or shelf. On this shelf was a castle with a small village around
it.

Castl e Cairngorm
The castle perched at the farthest end of the shelf. Behind

the shelf dropped off into a chasm The castle was not big as
castles go, nor were its grounds or the village expansive. But



it was singulariy awe-inspiring in that the stone structure lit-
erally hung upon the Iip of the shelf, as delicately bal anced
as a butterfly on a leaf- It rem nded Cal of a seagull riding
placidly on the crest of a giant wave. The castle was squat,
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with a single tower: the tower was actually stepped over the
chasm or so it |ooked fromthe party's angle.

What was on the other side of this chasmthey coul d not
tell, for the Mstwall pressed close around the castle in a
semcircle, as if eager to eat it up, but afraid to begin.

The front of the settlenment, the | andward side, was ringed
by two stone walls upon which soldiers could be seen. So the
pl ace was i nhabit ed.

And pressing as close to the front of the castle as the Mst-
wal | did the back, covering the valley floor, was an arny.

It was a varied and multicolored arny, with little unifor-
mty and no obvious discipline. The adventurers on the bl uff
coul d see pennants and cooking fires and spits and tents and

| ean-tos and pots and bones and garbage scattered over what
had been fertile fields. There were figures of all sizes, sone
knee- hi gh, sone twice taller than a man. Al of them noved

wi th curious crabbing notions.

The nob | ooked Iike a sprawling nest of spiders.
Endril pointed his short bow to where a steady stream of
figures issued forth, like a black train of ants, fromthe M st-

wal | itself.

"Behol d," the elf pronounced, and his voice was so om -
nous they all felt a chill

"The Dark Lord's Arny."

CHAPTER

6

It was Endril who spoke first. "Magic."

"Eh?" The humans had been hypnotized by the sight of
the awful arny—there were so many of themn

"Magic," he repeated. "Yon castle, howit hangs in the

air. Sone powerful talisman holds it thus, else it would have
tumbled into the depths long ago. *Tis magi c and not nortar

at work. | should not be surprised if it's that which we seek."

"Hunh?" said Cal

"He neans," Bith translated, "it's probably Viti's sword
keeping that castle up. There are very few other artifacts that



could, especially in such renote regi ons and shabby sur-
roundi ngs. | wonder that | never heard of this castle's w zard,
Wth such power, his nane should be known far and w de."

Cal adjusted his baldric, |oosened his sword in its scab-
bard, then shot it hone. "I could have said that castle was
our goal without know ng anythi ng about nagic."

"And how s that?" Bith asked.

"Because if a god needs us to find a sword, where el se
would it be but between the Mstwall and an arny of ores?"

The five travel ers | ooked down at the valley and collec-
tively sighed. Endril sat down and set his back agai nst a sl ope.
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Bi th snoot hed her cl oak behind and perched on a rock. Cal
took out a dagger to point out aspects of the army and nutter
to hinmsel f. Hathor sat at the edge of the fissure and swung
his big, dirty, hairy, black-tocnailed feet like a child. Back-
breaker scratched a hairless arnpit.

After a long time—+ong enough for nme sun to drop behind

the Mstwall and so elongate its shadow far across the dooned
val | ey—€al spoke. "That's it, then."

"What ?" Bith asked him

"W can't doit."

"We nust," replied Endril

Cal shook his head, "There's no way."

Bith | ooked fromone to the other. "Wat are you tal king
about ?"

"This task, this trip," Cal answered. "W're done. W
tell Vili to go fish up atree. W're finished."

"W gave our bond," Endril intoned.
"W gave our bond," Cal replied with heat in his voice,
"to venture north and see if we can retrieve VU 's sword

Wll, we did, and here we are, and 1 for one say we can't do
E

i

Bith asked, "Are you afraid?"

Cal pointed to his chin with his dagger. "There's a stupid

guestion. 1've a scar right here to prove I"'mnot. |'ve fought
in battles, tw anyway, and | needn't prove anything to sone



girt raised on her nother's lap and fed on white bread. 1'ma
soldier to the bone, and I can tell you you m ght as well fal
on your sword here as wal k down there. Five people do not
attack an arny. It wouldn't be brave, it'd be plain stupid."

As if in echo, a how sounded fromne valley bel ow The
noi se was neither human nor ani nal

It was quiet for a while, then Endril said, "To wal k away
woul d not, nethinks, be as sinple as you describe. Cods

have | ong nenories and hold grudges to suit. W' ve prom

ised Vili to try and he will expect it of us, or find ways to
make us pay. And we gave our bond."

Cal asked, "WIIl you |l ead the charge?"

"There are other ways than direct attack."

"Such as?" -,

" ‘Qutflank them™" , f-
"Have you no eyes? They encircle the castle."
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"Not to the npuntains."”

"Those nountains are sheer rock! And if there are scouts

over here— Cal renenbered that and | owered his voice
"—there are bound to be nore over there. A fly couldn't get
t hrough those lines."

The troll's gruff voice startled them "Caves."

Cal asked, "Where?"

The troll pointed to the nountains. "In mountains.”

"How can you tell?"

"Can just tell."

Cal shook his head some nore. "Ores cone from caves.
They' d be thickest there."

"Infiltrate the arny," said the elf.

"Good luck. We're white as ghosts conpared to that |ot.
Bith especially wouldn't get past the first flank. Not whole."

Beside himthe girt shuddered, but Cal didn't try to retract
his words. It was madness to proceed, and Cal was wary of
the elf's powers of persuasion. He'd have themnmarching to
the walls in a parade, singing, if he tal ked | ong enough

Indeed, the elf turned to Bith. "Could you fly over then®"

Bi th shook her head.



"We nust join them then,"” Endril said.
"Take prisoners." Hathor grunted.

Cal asked. "What? What good-woul d taking prisoners do?
No one woul d ransomthem"

Hat hor pointed to the three fair people, then Backbreaker
"Take you prisoners. Hm ne. Tie you up. March to edge

of army, ask to see |eader. Walk right through. No one touch
us."

"Way woul d no one touch us?"

"Whol e arny afraid of |eader. Prisoners be brought to him
Anyone interfere, cut head off. W walk right to wall, junp
over."

Cal waved a hand in the air. "Wiit a minute, Hathor. Let

me get this right. You 're going to tie us up and | ead us down
there as prisoners, right through their lines, to the |eader's
tent? And how do you know about their |eader?"

The troll ignored Cal's second question. "No, take you to
wal | ."
"Not |," This fromEndril.

Cal whi pped his head around. "Wat do you nean, not
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you? Who's the one carping about our bond? Who's the one
keepi ng us here?"

Endril was placid. "You are the one keeping yourself here,

so bl ane not others. But no, | cannot go am dst that arny.
The snell of an elf would bring a thousand ores on a ranpage
that no | eader could stop. |'d be hacked to pieces in a trice.

That part is inmpossible.™

Cal asked, "But we |esser humans get to be trussed up like
chi ckens? How do you propose to be of any use?"

"I can enter the castle by my own ways. But none can
cone with ne. As it is, | may not arrive at all."

Cal pointed his dagger. "Look, I've had it up to here with
your hi gh-and-nighty el fness! Anything you do is fine for

you, but not for us\ W're just sheep to be led to the slaugh-
ter—ahere arc you goi ng?"

Endril stood and swung his bow in his hand. "Hathor's is

a suitable plan- | shall endeavor to neet you inside the castle
wal I s when you arrive. If | do not arrive, then | never shall
May you wal k in peace.** He clinbed the shelf and | ooked
around. Then he crept out onto the grassy plain, into the

gat heri ng gl oom



Cal put his hand to his hilt and trotted after him He hissed.
"Hey, you! Wait up! Who do you—where'd he go?"

Bith scurried up beside him Together they crouched and

peered into me dusk. They could still see some distance across
the plain, and there was nothing to obstruct their vision. No
trees, no rocks.

Cal kicked the toe of his boot- "Damm himl Damm himto
what ever hell he fears. Wat a—a srw'."

He turned to |l ook at Bith and found Hat hor and Back-
breaker looming in nme near-dark. Their outlines against the
grey sky were chilling. Hathor had a coi Lof rope. "Good

pl an, start now. We tie you up."

Cal backed around and this tine drew his sword a good
four fingers fromits scabbard. "Hold on, here! | haven't
agreed to a thing yet! W're still just tal ki ng—hey!"

Hat hor lunged and with one sweep of his foot knocked Ca
spraw i ng. The heavy-rmnmuscl ed body crashed onto his chest
and knocked die wind fromhimwhile the ninble and broad
feet pinned his arms. Cal was as helpless as a trout on the
shore. Bith cried out once before Backbreaker covered her
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nouth and entire face Wth his nonstrous hands. Cal un-

| eashed a truly spectacular string of swear words as the coarse
rope was w apped around his torso. Hathor unhitched the

boy's baldric, and slung it and his shield over one shoul der

Five minutes later, bound |ike squabs, Cal and Bith were
bei ng frog-marched down the |l ong slope towards the valley
and its invading arny.

Hat hor towed the hunmans along with no nore trouble than
a child draggi ng a branch. Backbreaker stanped behi nd.

The first pluck at Hathor's nenory canme as he reached the
floor of the valley. Across the tall billow ng grass cane a
whi ff, an odor, a scent—ef home. The rope around the two
humans jerked taut as they caught the smell, but Hathor
dragged themon. Along with the rotten-egg and |l owtide

snell of the Mstwall came the stink of ore dung and uri ne,
bad meat, unwashed bodies, dried blood, rancid hides, pus,
corruption, vonmt, and the thousand other snells of severa

t housand sol di ers packed in one place. Hathor flared his nos-
trils and took a deep breath. To someone raised in a warren
of dank caves inhabited by cannibal trolls since the beginning
of time, it was like old times. Hathor discarded his man's
hat, tightened his grip on his axe, and narched.

The humans twitched at the end of their rope but Hathor
just haul ed harder. The captives had two choi ces; wal k or be
dragged. The gi ant Mountai n Back Breaker chivvied them



al ong.

Exposed by firelight, the black mass of troops resolved into
detail .

The first thing they passed, at the outer fringes of the arny,
was a trio of ogres. These were he-ogres, each as w de as

two nen. Evidentally they preferred the outskirts where they
had roomto nove. They wore w de bullhides clunsily

stitched and stretched across their hairy backs and | egs. They
| ooked not at all sinister, but rather like fat greengrocers
bl own out of proportion. But one with a gl eam ng bald head
wore two human skulls in helmets as earrings. The ogres

wat ched the troll and giant and their prisoners pass w thout
conment .

The next group was a large party of ores, sone thirty or
so, small hunched creatures with craggy faces and pointed
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ears. They wore scraps of armor or nothing at all. They | ooked
greedily at the trussed humans but fearfully at the striding
troll and giant. One of themyipped |like a coyote as they
passed.

Hat hor jerked to a halt. He turned in surprise and found
Cal | eaning back on the rope. The boy had planted his boots
agai nst a rock and snubbed the rope tight. Hathor quickly
rel eased his hold and Cat tunbl ed backwards. The trol
stonped angrily and | ooned over the boy. The fangs in his

| ower jaw chanped as he shouted, "What you do? Get up or

I kill you!"

Cal stayed where he was. Bith had stopped too and hun-
kered down behind him trying to make herself small. Ca
swore a soldier's oath and hissed, "Thor! This is nadness!
W'l | never get out alive!"

Hat hor kicked with his bare feet at Cal's boots, and it was
me boy who winced. The troll raised his felling axe high al oft
and shook it- "You get up now" he thundered. "Or | break
born | egs and drag you!"

Cal's eyes shot hate at the troll. Bith's flickered to one side.
Approaching themwas a party of three beings. Trolls, just
i ke Hathor.

The lead troll was as big as Hathor and even deeper in the
chest. His grubby hair was the same washed-out color as his
greasy fur vest and kilt. He sported a bandolier with three
hatchets in it. The other trolls were smaller. One wore a
wrapping of grinmy cloth and carried a war club studded with
obsidi an. The other wore only a | oincloth. A hideous pucker
covered one whole side of his face. The eye on that side was
white as a boiled egg. He carried a nallet.

The forenost of the trolls runmbled sonmething to Hathor in
his own tongue. It sounded to the humans |ike a dogfight. He
appeared friendly enough towards his brethren, though die



grimace on his face reveal ed four yellow fangs. Hathor only
grow ed sonething short and turned back to his prisoners.
He wrenched savagely on the rope, hard enough to bring a

bl eat of pain fromBith.

The one-eyed troll stepped around the |eader. Wth a snari -
ing laugh he started to say something to Hathor, but was cut
of f. Hathor roared, "I said, go away\" and | ashed out. The

back of the heavy woodsman's axe caught the troll square in
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the face. Cal and Bith heard a sickening crunch. Blood flew
The troll went down to withe on the tranpled grass. Hathor
haul ed the two humans to their feet by main strength. He set
of f through the arny wi thout |ooking back at his kin. Cal did
| ook. The two trolls had wal ked away and | eft their conpa-
triot twisting in the grass.

"Bast and Belial!" Bith whinmpered. "Did you see what
he di d?"

"I saw," Cal grated.

The girl glanced over her shoul der, but the sight of the
grey-skinned alien Backbreaker was unnerving. "Some-
thing's wong with Hathor."

"Nothing's wong with him He's gone back to his own
kind, is all."

Bith quavered, "I can't believe that."
"Bel i eve what you want."
"What will happen to us, Cal?"

Cal stared straight ahead without seeing anything. "If we're
| ucky, someone will kill us right away."

Bith bit her lip and cried w thout tears.

Cal was glad it was full night now, for it nmeant |less to see.
Dogs scuttled up to bark at them skinny cowardly things that
fought with each other. Dead ones roasted in the fire. One
pack fought over the guts of their brother. Ugly trophies and
war booty were to be seen at every hand. A lady's velvet
gown, torn and stained with blood, hung on a spear al ong
with a scalp. Agilt hand mrror w nked froma scabby shield.
One ore tore leaves froma book to transport fire. Others sat
on a green woven carpet. Cal counted with hard eyes every

hel met on every hideous head, all of which had to be hu-
man—er dwarven-made, for none of the | esser speaking races
could work netal. He counted over two hundred before he

gave up. There were nen's swords, nen's shields, nmen's
spears, and nore.

The noi se was equally horrid. A hooting went up ahead



where two small beings knife-fought by a fire. Far away a
bubbl i ng scream went on and on, the product of torture.

Every step—dragged foot by foot—brought the two humans
deeper into the Dark Arny and brought them nore attention
Dark tw sted shapes pointed and gi bbered and | aughed at the

88
RUNESWORD VOLUME ONE

two prisoners. Cal kept his eyes forward and | ooked at not h-
ing. Bith kept her eyes on Cat's back

Hat hor trudged along with slit eyes. He grow ed or spat at
anyone who even hinted at getting in his way. He tried to
recogni ze the mnions of the Dark Lord's arny. They were
nostly ores in all shapes and sizes. There were a handful of
giants, at least two tribes of trolls, gnolls Ilike upright jackals,
tiny twi sted pink piglets, and sone speci es of speaking races
t hat Hat hor could not identify. He saw femal es of various
races too. Dull-eyed, they tended fires or scraped skins or
carried water while ne nales jeered them They were as

skinny and filthy as the dogs, with less spirit. Far off, over
the shorter ores, Hathor could see patches of bronzed skin.
Those were nmen, soldiers who had turned their hand to the
Dark Lord's service. Their heads swivelled and fixed on ne
smal l est in Hathor's party—they'd spotted a human wonan at
half a mile in the dark. Calling to one another, they picked
up their weapons and started to push their way through

Hat hor scanned as he wal ked, | ooking for sone sign of

authority. He was far enough across the valley now that he

had to pick up his chin to see the castle at the top of the hill
The pitch of the hill was steep, steep enough that a man

woul d need one hand for his weapon and one hand to clinb.

And the slope was flinty and crunbly, supporting no weeds

or trees. In the reflected light of fires he could see, sone two
hundred feet away, the first wall. Hel neted heads with dark
faces underneath peered over it, notionless. A hundred feet
behi nd that was the second wall, and just behind dial, the

bl ackened castle. From here Hathor could see its outlines

were soft. The castle was old and crunmbling. The well-lit

houses around it were tiny. The two walls that protected die
conmunity had fresh stonework and no nbss. There were no

living invaders on the slopes. Only a goat could rest there.

But there were occasional bodies prickled with arrows. Dogs
pul l ed at them

Hat hor scanned the terrain to either side of him Ahead, at

the front edge of the arnmy and closest to the wall (though not
cl ose enough to invite arrows) were the arny's only tents,
therefore those of the |eaders. A half-dozen small tents forned
a ring around a very |l arge one. Flagpoles nade an avenue to
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this tent. Pennants stirred in a night breeze. Large guards
faced one another across this corridor



A shout fromtheir |eft made Hathor turn around. A cluster
of sol di ers—en—were com ng their way. They had their
heads hi gh and their swords | oose.

Bith gasped. "Quick, Hathor! W nust away! They'll take
ne!"

Cal grunted, "He doesn't care."

The giri shuddered. "Please, Hathor! They'Il kill you to
get ne! They'll cut you down!"

Hat hor turned right abruptly, so abruptly that a cluster of
ores did not part quick enough. He crashed his axe onto the
head of one and then kicked the body out of the way with his
big feet. He shoved onward through the crowd in the direc-
tion of the tents, towng his prisoners behind. He heard a
grow behind as Mountain Back Breaker snaried at somneone.

The crowd was thicker here—and nore foul —and t hey

clustered around. The hunman sol diers shouted after Hathor

A fight was in the air and the bloodthirsty crowd wanted to
see. Hathor broke free of the press and found hinself in the
only open space—the corridor of tranpled grass leading to

the largest tent. The soldiers were not far behind. He jerked
at the rope to snub his prisoners tight. A flag hung just over-
head, brushing the troll's curiy hair.

"What now?" Cal spit in his face, "You collect a re-
ward?" Bith only bit her lower Iip.

The two humans' eyes w dened in surprise as Hathor
hi ssed, "Turn around. | |oosen ropes. You can hold then®"

Cal frowned. Bith was quicker to recover. She whispered

too. "I can put a hold spell on them OCh, Thor, | knew you
were still with us! But what shall we do?"

The troll nodded a fraction of an inch up the hill. "Run
for wall. I don't know if we can nake it, but we try. Those

men close. You right, Cal, this bad idea."

Cal only grunted, but it was a relieved grunt with a hint
of apol ogy, a soldier's only acknow edgenment that he had
been wrong. He spun around as if he had been sl apped and
presented his bound hands for Hathor to "tighten." Bith did
the sane. Cal heard her whisper a spell and suddenly his
bonds were tighter than before. But she shot hima quick
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tight, smle. Cal smled back, then frowned anew as the trol
spoke.

"Hey? where Backbreaker go?' *

The ot hers | ooked. The giant was gone. Tall as he was, he
shoul d have stood out easily. But there was no sign



Cal croaked, "Good riddance—

Hat hor junped. A laige ore. grey-faced, with spiky black
hair sticking out all over, |oonmed over them He wore shiny
bl ack arnor like a turtle's shell. He carried a hal berd.

"What you do here?" he growl ed. Hathor growed in re-
ply- The ore pointed with a forefinger |ike a dagger. "What
t hese?"

Hat hor gl anced around him The crowd was thick on al

sides. There was seenmingly half an army between them and
the bottom of the slope. They could hear the voices of the
men sol diers swearing filthy oaths as they tried to push

t hrough. Hat hor | ooked for a way out- He snaried at the ore
and spit on the ground.

"Prisoners."”
The ore pointed at the big tent. "They go there."

The troll netted his axe. and tried to think. The flags fl apped
overhead and the humans | ooked up. The rope in Hathor's
hand suddenly snapped taut. He | ooked at Cal and then | ooked

up-

Over head were standards: pennants and banners, each one

a different color and pattern, each one representing a king or
ki ngdom a particular arny, or a large and prestigi ous band

of heroes. There were so many standards they could not even
be set side by side, but were rather clustered |ike sheaves of
spears. There nust have been hundreds of them each one
representing a portion of the worid lost to the Dark Lord and
his arny.

Cal stared upwards as if hypnotized, fixed on a single sheaf

of pennants. To Hat hor they |ooked much the same: a yell ow
streamer with a red dragon, a blue square with four crowns
filled with stars, a orange and white striped flag with a bl ack
bar, a green rectangle sporting a red eagle with a fish inits
beak.

"My father," the boy whispered. "My father . . ."

The ore guard prodded Cal with his hal berd- The boy
j unped sideways but did not otherw se nove. He only W us-
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pered again and stared upwards. The ore raised his pike high
to split ne human in hal f—

The shaft of his hal berd sl anmed agai nst somet hi ng solid.

Twi n grunts sounded. The head of Hathor's axe had stopped

the ore's halberd as solidly as a rock. The two weapons be-
cane the focus of a contest. The ore flexed his nuscles and
pressed downwards: Hathor gritted his fangs and pressed up
Al this tine the blade of the hal berd quivered inches over
CaTs head, but the boy was oblivious. He whispered and only



Bith could hear him "So he's really dead. He's really, re-
ally—dead. Dead . . -"

Bith tried to do what she could with her hands tied. She
shoved the boy with her shoulder. "Cal. Cal' Wake up. Cat!
Pl ease! " Anot her shove al nbst sent himsprawling. "Cal

we have | ogo!"

The boy shook his head and | ooked at her as if at a stranger
He gl anced back towards the sky.

Hat hor huffed, "Hyah!" and threw off the ore's hal berd.

He stared the ore down, picked up the tail of the rope, and
dragged his prisoners into the dimtent of the Dark Army's
| eader.

The night air had been chilly, but it was hot inside this

tent. The interior was lit all with yellow, froma hundred
candles, fromtorches, fromthe glint of gold. The floor of
wheat had yellowed fromlack of sun. There were blond rugs

and skins piled around. The light reflecting on the canvas roof
suffused the glow After the dark night and dark things they
had seen, the inside of the tent was dazzling as a fairyl and.

The inhabitants were not. The saggi ng canvas, itself hot
and stale, trapped an eye-smarting stink of stale sweat and
spoi l ed food that was worse than outside. Dark as spiders
were nyriad guards and hangers-on, whispering or croaking
or arguing with one another. These were nostly the |arger
buriy ores that stood outside as guards, along with sone trolls
and coarse nen and some ol ive-skinned creatures, hairless
and fish-eyed, that none of the party recognized. The first
humans Bith noticed were the concubi nes who |olled around
the throne. They were huge coarse wonen clad only in taw
dry makeup and body tattoos and rolls of their own fat. No,
there was only one dazzling person in the tent.

The man on the throne.
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He was the biggest nman any of the three had ever seen

Cal, who had seen sone |arge soldiers, reckoned his height

at close to seven feet. As it was, he was taller sitting down
than Cal was standing up. The man's skin was brown from

the sun, a healthy glow that contrasted sharply with the dark-
| oving creatures who served him H's body rippled with nus-
cle: his skin looked tighter than a snake's. But sonethi ng had
happened to his body, or was happening. It was sonehow

pushed to it limts. H's chest was overiarge, bigger than a
barrel, and they could hear his abnornmal breathing from where
they stood thirty feet away. H s features nmight once have been
handsome, but now t hey were-what? overdevel oped? H s

chin, his ears, his nose, his brow, all were enlarged. Even
his teeth were big as a horse's. Hi s hair was thick and bl ond,
yet lifeless, like sun-baked thatch. Cal thought he had never
seen a man so fit and yet so on the verge of dying in his life.
The man—the | eader of the Dark Lord's Arnmy—stared at them



with wide white eyes with yellow centers. He raised a hand
as big as a lion's paw and waved nmem f orwar d.

Hat hor gently pulled on the slack rope between them To-
gether the three advanced across that hot, steam ng space.
The crowd quieted as Hathor, Bith, and Cal stopped in the
mddle of ne tent. Their legs would carry themno further.

It grew very still in the tent. The only sound was the hoarse
breat hi ng of the giant before them

Wien the three didn't nove and the silence drew on, the

| eader left his chair—a throne of gold, with nore gold and
jewel s heaped around it. He advanced upon them w t hout a
word. They could see now he wore a breechcl out of sone

tawny hide that still bore a tufted tail |ike the sphinxes. O h-
erwi se he was naked except for jewelry. H's chest was hung

wi th pendants and chains, his arms were adorned above and
bel ow the el bows with bands of copper and gold and sil ver

H s shaggy head with its tiny gold circlet brushed ne tent

in places. He towered over the three. Cal, who was tall. had
to crane his head back to | ook at the man. Hi s chest heaved
and they could snmell his breath, curiously sweet. Sweat

roll ed down the | eader's breast and trickled off his nipples.
H s mouth hung open as he panted like a horse run thirty

m | es.

Twi ce the man licked his lips as he | ooked down at the
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party. Cal felt his legs turning to water. Bith wanted to cry.
Hat hor wi shed he were back in his cave deep bel ow ground.

The man reached out a great hand and brushed t he boy and

troll aside. He spoke only to Bith.

"What brings you here?"

CHAPTER
7

No one, especially Bith, knew what to say to this golden giant
and his strange question, so they said nothing.

The silence in the yell owhued tent dragged out. The var-
ious retainers watched their master and waited. Cal and Bith
and Hathor stared up at the man, as trapped and hel pl ess and
confused as flies in a web.

The | eader of the Dark Arny spoke. "No answer, good
worman? It's unlike you. You' ve always had a | oose tongue
and a sharp wit. O is it the other way around?"

The man's eyes were staring yet unfocused. Cal |ooked at
Bith, Bith | ooked at Hathor, Hathor |ooked at Cal. Al three
swal | owed. They were suddenly thirsty. Maybe it was the
giant's panting that did it.

The | eader put his massive hands out in the air. He waved
themgently and | eaned towards Bith. "Speak! Howis it we
find you here on the wong end of a rope? Is your nagic



gone? If so, we are all in dire straits indeed!"
Bith let go her lip fromher teeth and stamrered, "S-sire—=

"Sire!" The giant barked and nade her junp. "Sire! She

calls me sire!'"' He roared with |aughter and the retainers about
94
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tittered along with him though cleariy none understood the
j oke.

"Sire! A goodly jest, Mrea! Wat unguessabl e m sfortune
has befallen you?" The giant | eaned cl ose and peered into
Bith's tiny face- "Gog and Magog, what queer tinmes we |ive
in"

Cal and Hat hor were dunbfounded. What had he call ed
Bith? Morea? But that was the nanme of Bith' s—

The nane—and the truth—-had tolled like a bell in Bith's

m nd. Tossing her nose in the air and strai ghtening her back,
she gave a haughty shake of her head. "So," she pro-

nounced, "you've recogni zed us."

The gi ant | aughed again, a deep hearty laugh that rattled
their breastbones. "No man who'd seen you woul d forget
you- It's said all through the M stlands—=

"Stop!"
The nman st opped.

Bith shrugged her shoulders, a ripple that made her lithe
body shi nmrer bewitchingly. She rapped a comand, a ring-
ing cry in sone obscure | anguage. Then her hands were free
and entw ned over her head. The ropes had fallen behind her
onto the dead grass. The crowd rurnmured.

Bith proclainmed, "I need ny false bonds no | onger then
The ruse had failed."

"Yes," said the giant, though he was now as befuddl ed as
anyone el se. Cal found hinmself w shing for a cool day and a
cl ean hot battle—er anything he coul d understand.

Bith wiggled her fingers and the giant stepped back. "Feed
us," she conmanded. "Bring wine."

The | eader barked and servants scuttled away. He back-

stepped to his throne and waved Bith after him deferentially.
She came, denurely- The | eader of this vast arny cleariy

consi dered her an equal. He shouted for a chair and one was
brought, a heavy wooden chair carved with intricate designs.
Bith nodded towards the painted hariots and they were dis-

m ssed. Hathor and Cal tried to remain invisible.



Bith was served wine and fresh fruit. She ate decorously
and tal ked with the | eader (whose name Cal and Hat hor stil
didn't know). Conversation flickered back and forth between
the two like fire between dragons. It ranged through a half
dozen | anguages that only they could foll ow

96 RUNESWORD VOLUME ONE

The tal k went something like this:

He: "I ask you again, what brings you here in these cir-
cunst ances?"

She: "Gircunstances change.”

"The M stwal | ?"

"It noves, docs it not?"

"We drive it |ike wolves before sheep.™

"Or it drives you."

"Soon we'll have all the speaking races under our thrall."
"And what is your position then?"

"Exal ted | eader. Suprenme anong nen. Second only to the
Dark Lord. Al nost a god. And you?"

Wi o
"Yes, you. Wuld you stay here?"

"In this chair?"

"Don't tease. At ny side."

"There's roomthere only for a sword."
"At night a man needs a wonan."

"Mrea is nore than a woman. "

"Queen, then."

" Enpr ess?"

"As you wi sh."

As they bantered back and forth, Cal whispered to Hat hor
"What the hell are they tal king about ?"

Hat hor nmuttered wi thout noving his lips. "Don't know. "

"He keeps calling her Mrea. That's her nother. And
somet hi ng about an alliance," Cal said.

"More than that," the troll replied-



Cal hissed, "Don't you start talking Iike them W'Il al
go mad." He thought a nmoment. "W better find out his
name. It's clear Bith doesn't knowit."

Hat hor grunted again. He took a step and caught a passing
ore by the arm He squeezed as he demanded, "What his
nanme? Quick!"

The ore twisted as he replied. "Schlein. H m Schlein,
| eader all armies.”

Hat hor rel eased the creature. He asked Cal, "How we tel
Bit h?"

"Beats ne- Wiat are they doi ng now, arguing?"

The conversati on had becone even nore arcane—sone of
it in elven, some in the Ad H gh Tongue and sone in a
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wei rd, clacking cant. Schlein's voice had taken on an abrasive
edge. The giant was fingering his beltline. Cal couldn't tel

if he was straightening the tilt in his kilt or reaching for a
knife. Bith's voice grew shrill as a crow s.

"I'"l1l not be subservient to any man, god, or denon in any

of the seven planes' | say you grant ne a retinue now, access
to a |l aboratory now, and such materials as | need, now and
when | have had time to gather ny intelligence and energies,
then and only then shall | speak nore of narriage or other-

wi se!"

Schl ein's tone hovered somewhere between pl acating and
conmandi ng. "You msinterpret ny advances, m stress.
need to know better your—skills, so we can together—

Hat hor and Cal had crept forward, Cal shuffling because

his hands were still bound behind him They stood behi nd
Bith unnoticed, though retainers and guards pressed cl oser
Hat hor nodded at Cal. The boy girded his loins, waited for

a pause and then spoke as quietly as he could into Bith's ear
"M stress, woul dst you and Exalted Schlein . "

Schl ei n, who'd obviously been planning his next attack on
Bith, snapped his head around. "How dare you' |Interrupt
UJ? Guards' Take these two out and kill them Drain their
bl ood and prepare themfor the firel™

Hat hor's and Cal's eyes flew w deiapen. Bith |leapt up from
her seat and waved her arms. "Kill ny retainers? How dare
you! No one kills ny staff but ntf!"

In his turn Schlein | eapt up, rocking his heavy gold throne.
He stabbed out a hand and had slapped into it the hilt of a

great jeweled sword that glittered in the torchlight. "I darel
You forget your place and position! No witch woman can
resist me, mistress of the sacred arts or not! CGuards' | say

kill these two and roast them They'll grace our table and



Morea herself shall eat their hearts!"”

Bith rotated her hands and rattled a short arcane phrase

like a curse. Crushing something in her left hand, she reached
up and put her right hand on the sword hilt. She smled
sweetly up into Schlein's face and the gi ant paused, uncer-
tain. Then a columm of flame shot up the bl ade of his sword
and ignited the tent.

Dusty and dry froma thousand suns, the sheet of canvas
became a sheet of flane within a heartbeat. Schlein how ed
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and dropped his sword. The adventurers snelt scorched flesh.
Bith junped away from his sw nging paw and bunped into

Cal. The tent flooded with snoke and the screans of fifty
dark minions. Schlein how ed curses and called a dozen or-
ders at once that no one heeded. Cal called to Bith, who
stood six inches away, "Wat do we do?"

"What el se? W& run!"”

Everyone el se was doing the sane. Atorrent of fetid flesh
pushed and shoved and screaned to get out the doorway of

the tent, shoving others to progress to safety. It was inpos-
sible to see in the eye-smarting snoke. The stench of the
room the heat, and the snmoke left nothing to breathe, and
the party's lungs cried for air. Hathor kept a heavy hand on
his two friends as he hal f-hel ped, hal f-dragged them towards
a wall. Bl ackness gaped where soneone had picked up the

side of the tent- Hathor brushed at runps with his axe and
shouted for his friends to follow

They popped outside into what now seemed pure, sweet,
night air. They had collected two deep breaths when Bith
called, "Come on! This way!*'

The gid tucked her cloak up and bolted. She ran past the

front of the tent and towards the slope and the distant wall.
Hat hor took off after her with | ong dog-like |opes of his bowed
l egs. Cal struggled to keep his bal ance as he ran

"Hey, hold it! I'mstill tied!"

Bith whirled, chirped a word, and Cal's bonds fell away as

if cut with a knife. Pins and needl es shot fire up his arns.
He waggl ed his hands to get sone life in themas he ran after
t he whi ppet Bith and her sheepdog Hat hor, who handed hi m
back his sword and shi el d.

Confusi on was king around the | eaders' tents. Quards, re-
tainers, servants, wonen, and soldiers ran hither and thither
on whatever errands they chose to pursue. They ran toward

or away fromthe tents as their whimtook them People called
for buckets, for blood, for battle, and for booty. Men waved
swords in the air and shouted w thout knowi ng why. Ores
shrilled and sl apped one another in their fear. Dogs barked.



Bith pulled her hood up and ducked her head. She tw sted

and turned anong the crowd unnoticed. Hathor nudged or

t hreatened people with his axe, but did not hit anyone for fear
of getting bogged down in a fight. Cal put an ugly grimace
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on his scarred face and made no eye contact. Strung thin and
constantly noving, they dodged and darted their way to the
front |ine.

Then they were in the clear. Cal |ooked up. Two hundred

feet away, up a forty-five degree slope, was the first wall. It
was lined with nore hel mets now, and nore torches. He

panted, "Do we just run up there?"

Bith was hunkered down, trying to | ook small. She
snapped, "Wat else would you have us do?"

Cal | ooked right and left. "1 see no archers down here, but
the defenders up there will probably nail us before we get
hal f way- W're caught between two forces."

"But we're friends."

The boy gasped, "Yes, but the people up there don't know
that! They'd probably shoot first and wonder later."

"Well, we can't stay here'

Hat hor grunted agreenent.

Cal bit his lip. "You're right, but ... Al right, try this.
Hathor and | will go abreast. You go before us."
"Way nme?"

"Don't argue, damm it! Pull back your hood so they can
see you're a human woman—giri. Then they won't shoot,
hope. "

For the first tinme Bith noticed just-how nany rotting bodies
there were on the slopes, and how nost of themwere fes-
tooned with arrows. She hesitated before she said, "All right,
let's try it. | don't want to go back to Schlein,"

"Mt neither," Hathor and Cal said in unison

Bith pull ed back her hood. Her face was flushed and | ovely
inthe flickering firelight. "Here we go!"

Toget her the three nmounted the sl ope.

They were hal fway when a shout sounded behind them

The shout was picked up to carry throughout the arny. The
trio imagined they could hear the boom ng voice of Schlein
t hunderi ng above everyone el se. Cal called, "Keep going!
Don't | ook around! That costs tinme!" They scrabbled wth
their hands up the flinty sl ope.



A black arrow hit the slope wide of them It came from
behind. "Don't stop!" Cal shouted. "Ores arc |ousy shots!™
Wth that sonething knocked off his leather helnet. He let it
tunmbl e down the sl ope.
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Bith's yell ow boot slipped on the scree and she fell and
banged her face. Blood started froma scrape on her chin.
Cal and Hat hor both reached for her but she shook her hands
at them "Never mnd! dinb! W're alnost there!"

And they were. Another thirty feet would bring themto

the foot of the wall- OF course, getting over it was another
concern, but even so Cal shouted, "We're going to nmake it'
Hel -h up there—=

H s voice was cut off as sonething grabbed his boot and
slammed himto a halt. He spun, clawing for his sword. In

t he bl ack ni ght against the grey slope, black shapes scuttled
anong the still ones. A swarmof large ores were after them—
and were upon them

The ore attached to Cal clutched his boot in one hand and

a jagged knife in the other. Wth an animal how he raised
his armto plunge down the knife. Cal kicked himin the face
with his free foot. That ore fell over backwards into another
and the two skittered a dozen feet down the slope. Then Cal
was up with his antique sword and swi ngi ng.

He swopped overhand for the head of the next advanci ng

ore, but instead lost his footing on the treacherous sl ope and
fell himself, hard on his runp. Bith bl eated behind him he
nmust have just mssed her with the backswi ng of the sword.

Hat hor roared and pitched a rock that caught another ore in
the chest. The creatures paused in their ascent. Three hunans
wi th weapons in hand faced them fromthe advantage of

hei ght. There was no way to carry the attack. Instead the
nmonsters settled for shouting and how i ng and chucki ng rocks
of their own. Cal tried to keep his guard up and rise at the
same time, but he didn't dare: he'd pitch headl ong and be
anong themin seconds. Bith shouted too but did nothing

el se, since she couldn't touch an eneny to spell him The
only other spell she could think of was a |ight spell, which
was not a good idea. Steel-headed arrows struck sparks al
around them Rotten shots or not, enough shafts sent their
way woul d find a mark.

Sonet hi ng—a t hrown axe—bounced off Cal's shield. The

bl ow knocked hi m of f bal ance. Hat hor hooted and shuffled

his way even as a giant bl ack shape rose before him An ore
had a war axe raised high, ready to split Cal in half. The boy
wi nced involuntarily. This was going to hurt.
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A zap! sounded, and a crunchi ng noi se. The shape fell over

backwards to crash on the slope. Then another arrow buzzed,
and another, all striking targets. These arrows cane from

behi nd di e adventurers—from atop the wall.

The ores how ed with rage and di sappoi ntment, then took

to their heels as a shower of red-fletched arrows fell anong
them Hathor, Cal, and Bith risked a gl ance over their shoul -
ders to sec—a | adder!

"Come on!'* a nustached man called fromthe wall. He
waved his gauntlet w de. "Quick! Before they change their
m nds! Get up!"

The three got. The ores how ed | oudly but w thout convic-
tion. Probably, Cal thought, they planned to stormthe castle
in the next few days. They'd have their revenge then

Then he was behind the wall and things didn't seem so
very bad.

The castle defenders were all good folk and true, nen and
worren with bl ond hair and cl ear blue eyes. There were about
a hundred and fifty of themall together, all warriors.

The nustached | eader introduced hinself as Barin, house

cari of the kingdom "Wl come to Cairngorm friends! What's
left of it, anyway. We didn't know what to nake of you | ot

com ng up that hill. Thought you-were some suicide squad
driven nad to attack, or something. W' ve seen stranger sights
al ong these walls. How ever did you get through that arny?"

"You were right. W're suiciders,” Cal told himwith a
soldier's black hunor. "And |'mnot sure how we did it."

"It was Hathor did it," Bith replied- The three stood on

the wall and | ooked out at the dark valley spread before them
It | ooked much the same as ne view fromthe opposite side.
There were enem es thicker than |l ocusts as far as they could
see. "He pretended to be delivering us as prisoners. It got

us through."

Barin signalled to a younger man for a torch. He held it up
cl ose and studi ed each one of the three. He peered especially
at Hathor. "You'd be a—troll, now wouldn't you, son?"

Hat hor grinned and the man stepped back fromthe fangs.
"Yessir. Good troll."

"Never was there a stouter heart, or nore honest," Bith
added.
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"Pulled our tails out of the fire," Cal agreed. Hi s voice

was overiy gay. "We were for the stew pot. Mercury and
Mob! Good job, Hathor! But don't ask me to do it again."



Hat hor grinned so his fangs shone. His face was ugly in
the torchlight without his battered hat to obscure it. "No. Cal
was right. Was bad idea."

"But we're here," Bith breathed. She glanced back at the
boiling arny of nonsters and suddenly had to sit down. Cat
and Hat hor joi ned her.

Bari o snapped his fingers, a dull sound with his gauntlets
on. "Forgive nme my manners. You nust be fell tired. Farm
fetch some wine, will ye? There's a dear. That's one good
thing about the end of a siege. W get to kilt the livestock
and pillage the cellar. Fresh nmeat and all the wi ne we can
soak up." He smacked his lips.

The weary adventurers were given flagons of honeyed wi ne

and bl ack bread, roast neat and cheese. "W've broached

casks and sanpled wine until we're pickled. Good for these
cold nights, it is. W ve even watered the goats with w ne.

Fl avors the meat and saves trips to the well. W ain't leavin'
nothing for the ores."

Cal wol fed a huge chunk of meat, washed it down wth

wi ne, and then asked, "S good. Bith, what were you and
Ugly there—Schl ei n—argui ng about? Did he really think you
were your nother? That can't be right."

Bith huddl ed small as she ate. "No, that's what he thought.
A lot of people mstake me for my nother."

"How can they? Doesn't she | ook—el der?"

Bith shook her head and her dark hair shimered. "No.
She keeps her |l ooks with spells. It costs other people theirs,
but she keeps them She's that way."

Cal asked, "Is that why you're in no hurry to get honme?"
Bith didn't reply.

Sergeant Barin cleared his throat. "What | want to know—

not that |1've followed anything you' ve said thus far—s why
you' ve fought your way into this castle. This place is dooned,
you know. "

Bith sniffed and rai sed her scraped chin. Cal thought she

| ooked glad for a distraction. "We're here to speak to your
| eader. The chi ef mage. We—dhh—have an inportant nes-

sage for him"
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Barin shook his head. The ends of his scruffy nustache
waggl ed. "That's too bad. He ain't here."

"He's not ?"

"Nope." Others shook their heads around them The de-
fenders of the castle all had the sane gestures. They all | ooked



alike, like an extended famly. "No, ma'am He went up into
his tower one night and never cane down. There's been no
sign of himsince."

"He's deserted us," a wonman procl ai ned

Barin shook his head some nore. "W don't know that,

daughter. He could have gotten into some mschief. He could
have been trying sonme spell to save us all and had it backfire,
for all we know. W nustn't speak ill of our lord."

"Nor the dead."
Barin just shook his head.

Cal | ooked along the wall and to the castle and the dark
nmount ai ns beyond. The mpbon was up, and it cast a gl ow upon
t he upper peaks. "Wiy defend, then? Why not just pull out?"

Barin frowned. "No reason, really. 'Cept this is our hone.
W' ve |ived here going back so many generations no one
knows when we cane, or where from W're hanging on as
| ong as possible. The bastards haven't made any serious
noves towards us yet. Mostly just noi se and nmock advances

for the young 'uns. They're still gathering here in the vall ey,
spilling out of the dammed cloud |ike bees swarnmin' on a
sumer's day. We can bide a bit. Maybe Criegsten will cone
back with some plan. There's always hope. But any road, if

he don't, we'll just slip over the nountains at night. W know

the hills and the caves and no anount of ores can stop us
getting out."

"I wish we'd known the back route coming in," Cal mum

bl ed. He asked for nore food and was given it. The defenders
wat ched themincuriously, like cows. Only Barin had any
intelligence in his pocked and seaned race.

"What about— Bith started. She stopped and | ooked

si deways at her conpani ons, who nodded. "What about a
sword, a fabulous sword? Is it still here, or has—what was
hi s name?—your master taken it?"

Barin nodded his head. "Criegsten of Cairngorm Lord
Criegsten sonetinmes. Master of Milthothy, he called him
sel f, though he never did tell us where Milthothy was. W
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asked hi m often enough, around the fires late in the winter
when he was in his cups, about it, Milthothy that is, but he
never told us. It was a secret, he said. He |liked secrets, he
did. Likes 'cm | should say.'*

"The sword?" Bith pronpted.

"Ch, that's right, you asked about the sword. Forgive ne.
I"ma garrul ous old man surrounded by children who've heard
it all before. That's what cones of being uncle to every

bl ooded being within five | eagues. It's nice to see sone new
faces, let ne tell you. You nust be the first brown-haired



wench inside these walls in three generations.”

"The sword?"

"Ch, yes. Yes, it's here. Up— he turned and lifted his
armto point high, high—way up there- In his room Hangs

in the air, it does. W wouldn't touch it."

"Hangs in the air?" Cal asked.

"A sinmple enough spell,” Bith told him She asked Barin,

"My we see it? We promise not to touch it."

"Well," Barin rasped his stubbly chin with his horsehide
glove. "l don't know. 1 suppose so, seeing as how you've

cone all this long way, through that bunch. | suppose. Soon
as you' ve finished your food I'll show you. Er, no, |I'll have

Erin show you. There are four hundred seventeen steps up to
that eyre."

Bith set her wooden cup on the stone wall. "W're done.
Aren't we, Cal. Hathoi?"

Cal the Prepared and Hat hor the Ever-Hungry each

snhat ched up as much food as they could and stuffed it into
their shirts. They wi ped bread crunbs off their chins and
hefted their weapons. "Right. Watever you say, Bith. Lead
on."

Barin fished out of his pockets a ring of three keys, al

brass. He pointed out the biggest one to Erin as he gave it to
her. "Escort themup to Criegsten's keep to see this sword,

but don't let themtouch it. You understand? No one's to touch
it. Themwere Criegsten's words. His final words to us,

maybe." The trio prom sed they wouldn't touch the sword or
anyt hi ng el se.

And of f they went on the last leg of their |ong journey.

The hill rode even steeper up to the second, smaller wall.
Cal opined the inhabitants nmust be bomw th one | eg shorter
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than the other. He paused to check the valley floor once again.
The oroan arny roiled and bubbl ed, but there seemed no sign

of inmm nent attack. Their guide, Erin, growl ed. "Them were

the best fields in the northern reaches. Used to be a river
bottom Ten feet of topsoil. Now they' Il never grow anything
again, we're thinking."

They passed through the gate and into the nidst of the

small village. Like the inhabitants, the tiny houses all | ooked
ali ke. Even the yell ow dogs that came out to bark at them al

| ooked alike. Cal sniled and reached out to pat one. He had
seen villages like this before: he'd grown up in one.

Either Cal's show of interest or the task of being a guide
set Erin to talking. She told them about Cairngormin a no-
not onous drone. The party discerned nore fromthe way she



tal ked than fromthe actual words

Li ke nost frontier settlenents, the people were not bril-
liant. They survived by hard work and hardshi p. Between the
short growi ng season, the isolation, the raids by animls and
enem es, the Iand gave up its produce sparingly, and to sur-
vive the people had becone |ike the land. They went into the
fields with a hoe and a spear. Children learned to churn butter
and hunt deer, to card wool and chop wood, to cut wheat and
kill bandits. People knew their jobs and were set in their
ways. Yet if the land nade them hard, it al so nade them
content, proud of their ability to survive and even prosper in
the wi | derness. They guarded what they gathered jeal ously,

but once sonmeone was "fam |ly" they showered himor her

with generosity. They laughed silently at the sane old tired

j okes.

O the wizard, Erin could tell themthat Criegsten arrived
from"the outside" about thirty years ago. He was very w se
they decided. (Bith sniffed. Anyone who could read woul d
seema genius to this lot.) He was very old. (That nmade sense
to Cal- He'd heard those who used magic either lived a very
long or a very short life.) Criegsten kept to hinself, noved
into the vacant castle al one, but hel ped whenever anyone
asked. (Hathor liked that.) Why he'd "deserted themin their
hour of need" Erin couldn't understand, but her voice was
nmore hurt than angry.

The peopl e had been here forever, she decl ared, but not
perhaps for rmuch |longer. Raids by "ores" (they called al
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their enenmies ores, even the giants) had intensified in the | ast
few years. Several outlying fam lies had been sl aughtered.
Everyone had had to relocate inside the walls. The Mstwall,
once just a snmear on the horizon, had advanced to within a
stone's throw. It had been halted, thanks to Criegsten's en-
chanting "the magi c sword" and setting it up as a barrier

But forty days ago ores had begun to spill fromthe Mstwall.
The people resisted their every advance. There were four
hundred Cai ngormers all told, nore than two hundred abl e-
bodi ed warriors. But four hundred could not resist four thou-
sand with nmore arriving daily. The end of Cairngorm was not
far off.

They canme to the foot of the castle.

Seen up close, it was snall, as northern castles tended to

be. It was a nultitude of kinks and crannies, spires and crooks
and doubl ed ranparts that no one needed, with a deceptively
small core. It was also nore crunbly than they had supposed.

It was carved fromthe sane flint that made up the slope. It
seened strong, except that the tower did i ndeed hang over

me cliff further than any mason coul d fashion. Three natives
guarded the single door. Their guide accepted a torch and | ed

t hem i nsi de.



It was up, up, up, and up sonme nore. They wal ked up
hundreds of steps, each worn with a deep dish in the center
The interior of the castle was very plain, nostly cut-stone
walls with no ornanentation other than ol d wooden shiel ds
and faded banners. The |light of the torch di pped and bobbed,
sparkl ed on nica necks, frightened mice and bints in nests.
Bith thought this a dreary place to be a wonan. Hat hor won-
dered why humans went to the trouble of building above
ground when caves were ready made and nore varied. Ca

wal ked with a catch in his throat, for the place rem nded him
of hone.

Up they went, nose to tail, up winding stairs and straight
ones, across bal conies and through arched doorways, and up
again. Finally they turned into a tiny twisted stairwell where
Hat hor' s shoul ders brushed the walls. They stopped on a

| anding. Erin faced a door with an ornate brass |lock. Bith
took the torch and held it above her head, for no one could
pass. The warrior worman funbled with the key and nen

turned the tunblers with an eerie screech
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The roomthey entered was bl ack, but it took on an eldritch

gl ow as they advanced with the torch. Erin lit torches in iron
sconces. The party filed into a fairly large room a space

bi gger than the public roomof nmost inns. Scarred tables |ined
three walls and two tables stood in the center. Woden boxes

and tin pails full of dusty aninmal parts or greasy liquids stood
on the fl oor. Beakers and vials and burnt trays and candl es

and books littered the tables. Poles and nags and ot her junk
filled the corners. The rafters that stretched high into the
coni cal roof were hung with multitudi nous dusty things: a
stuffed owl, a net full of sea shells, a horse tail, a thin bone
fully six feet long. The stubs and wax of a thousand candl es
were stuck to everything. The roomwas scented heavily with

bri mst one and charred wood, saltpeter and fernented | eather

f ormal dehyde and m nt, cabbage and dust.

Erin pointed across the room |Illum nated by a queer fairy
gl ow, the adventurers could see a huge arch that |ead out onto
a tiny bal cony. The bal cony overl ooked the M stwall and
not hi ng el se.

At the nmouth of the arch, half in, half out of the room a
slimblack cross was sil houetted against that roiling rain-
bowed wal | .

A sword hung in md-air.

The runesword.

CHAPTER

8

"Don't touch it,'* Bith said.

Cal had i medi ately stepped over to the swoni. Now he
squatted for a better look at it. "Wy not?"



"It's spelled. To touch it might banish the spelt.”

The warrior woman Erin said, "You' re not going to touch
anyt hi ng anyway." She rapped the haft of her spear on the
stone floor for enphasis.

Cal lit a candle froma torch so he could peer at the sword.
The thing was beautiful, the nost beautiful artifact he'd ever
seen, weapon or ot herw se.

The sword was outwardly very plain, but it had lines as
perfect as a virgin's body- The pomel was a round enbl em
with a rune engraved on each side. The handl e was w apped
with gold wire. The crosshilt tapered in slimlines to a pair
of mat chi ng knobs, each again etched with a rune. The bl ade
was slimboth in thickness and wi dt h—aot rnuch thicker than

a knife blade, no wider than three fingers. It |ooked to be as
long as Cal's arm the perfect length, he thought. There was
no chasi ng on the shining shank, but there were runes witten
tar down the bl ade around the cutting edge. The letters were
not hi ng Cal had ever seen before. Straight here, curiicued
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there, linked and separate. The edge of the bl ade was so fine
t he boy could not even see it.

Bith came over and peered close at the sword's engravings.
Cal could see the freckles on her nose reflected in the blade's
surface. He asked her, "Can you read the words?"

"They're not words, they're runes."
"What's the difference?"

"Words are nade of letters, which are abstract |ines that
represents sounds. Runes are pictures. You don't read them
as much as you interpret them They carry nore power than
words, too."

n W]y?"

"Because. Let's see ... The one here on the pommel,

that woul d be the nost ppwerful one because it's closest to
the heart. It looks Iike a mountain. See the snow on the peak?
O maybe it's sunlight. A nountain mght mean power, or
solidity. O it might stand for the home of a god, or the god
hinself. O a country or enpire. O masculinity.”

The boy held the candl e cl ose. "How can one picture stand
for so many things?"

The girl sat back on her haunches, bal anced on her yell ow
boots. "It probably doesn't. A picture, or synbol, has dif-
ferent meanings in different cultures. Look at an ow, for



i nstance. To one people it night mean wi sdom To anot her

it might mean death is inmnent. O it mght just synbolize
ni ght. You can't know what neaning the picture carries un-

| ess you know the stories that go with it, what people think
of it. | don't even know if these are dwarf runes or human
runes. Or something else.”

Cal sighed. "I get the idea, sort of. Anything el se?"
Bith pointed to a rune on the hilt. "This is a wing."
"Means flight?"

"Or speed. O all of a bird' s powers: toughness, far sight.
This looks like an eye next to it. so it probably does nean
far sight. . . . This looks |like a deer, maybe for fl eetness.
don't recogni ze any others. The mountain is significant,

t hough. Maybe mis sword's nane is Muntai ntop or Mun-

tain of Light or—=

"Mountain of Light? Ww |s that its nane?"
"I told you, | don't know. "

no
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Cat crept closer to the sword and Bith waved hi m back | est
he tumble onto it. He said, "W could ask Vili."

"You ask Vili."

Cal did, calling the god's nane, offering his own worn

sword, peering into the magic one. At one point they thought
they detected a flicker within the shining surface of the rune-
sword, but the god did not appear. Erin watched them un-
easily.

Bith said, "*If Vili is around here, or in there, he's probably
too weak to manifest hinself. Al the power fromthe sword—
and Vili hinsel f—aould go into hol ding back the M stwall -

Vili is trapped inside an artifact of his own making, not an
uncommon fault of people who dabble in magic."

A snore startled them Hathor had | ain down on the stone
floor. The giri got up and wal ked off to | ook at the rest of
t he room

Cal sat on his hanms and stared at the sword. Hi s hands

itched to pluck up the sword and make a practice swing. A
strong blade with a long reach, it would cleave the air and
anything else effortlessly. The gold wire around the handl e
and the fat button ponmel would give it weight and heft and

a good counterbal ance. The polished crossbill would feel |ike
silk along the fingers. Muntain of Light' M/! but he wanted
this sword! Wth a weapon like this a man could do any-

t hi ng—sl ay a dragon, |ead an arny, conquer the world!

How | ong the boy stayed there, staring at the sword, he



didn't know, but he started when soneone touched his shoul -
der.

Bith yawned, "Let's go, Cal."
" 7"

"Yes, go." Bith-who had bags under her eyes—odded
towards the door. Three nore Cairngormers had joined Erin.
"They want us out of here. |'mabout to drop anyway."

"Nonsense," Cal replied, but he swayed on his feet.
"Well, maybe a short rest. Say, why don't—=-

"You sleep here next to the sword? Forget it."

Cal frowned. "What, can you read mnds, too?"
"I can read yours." She plucked at his sleeve. "Let's go
before they drag us out. | want to try sleeping in a real bed
for once. It's been weeks."

Cal huffed, but he was too tired to argue. It had been a
QUTCASTS 111

I ong day and a longer night. He and Bith routed Hathor
Toget her they were escorted to tenporary sleeping quarters-
The last thing Cal muttered was, "I wonder when we'll see
Endril again."

Bith tossed on a storny sea. Waves threw her from wave
crest to trough, curled over and crashed down to bury her
No matter how many spells she tried she was hel pl ess,
knocked under the water a hundred tinmes only to surface
again, snatch a breath of air, and go back down. The water
was bl ack and white. Fish sailed overhead. Suddenly a huge
white sea worm burst froma wave al ongsi de her. Its black
maw drove straight for her. She couldn't move. She was

pi nned agai nst the sea- The nmouth bit her in half. . . -

Morea' s daughter jerked awake. Soneone was shaki ng her
shoul der. She tried to roll over and alnost fell fromthe bed.
She was tangl ed in blue blankets.

It was a bright autum norning. Frost rimed the edge of
a cut-stone wi ndow and sparkled in the light. Erin, the tall,
bl ond, and dull warrior, had been the one shaking her

Bith kicked the |last of the covers | oose and sat up. She
wi ped her forehead and found sweat.

The Cai rngorm worman sai d, "W've captured soneone at
the castle gate!"

"Hunh, what? Soneone?" Bith panted, couldn't catch her
breath. "Can you be a little nore—specific?"

The wonman's brow cl ouded. "We've captured soneone at
the castle gate."



Bith tried, "Yes?"

"It's atall man. dead white, with a short bow. He says—
"Bow? Al in green? He's ours."

The wonman bl i nked.

Bith held the covers to her breast. "I'Il be right there. Just
give me a nonment, please.”

Al one, the giri poured water froman ewer into a bow and
rinsed her face. The ni ghtmares were back. After sinking
deliciously into a real bed and cl ean bl ankets, here she'd
awoken practically on the floor, her mind conjuring denons.
She wondered if the dreanms meant anything. Not that she
coul d remenber them She conbed her hair and | ooked out

the window. Down in the valley, ores continued to spill from
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the Mstwall- There were thousands of them Ni ghtnares

asl eep and awake, she thought. It wasn't fair. She wondered
i f her nother was ever bothered by nightnmares. And if she
ever wondered where her daughter was .

Bi th shuddered. She napped her clothing in the air by way
of cleaning it, and joined Erin.

In the main hall of the castle, a trio of natives stood with
drawn swords. In their center was a | oose-linbed Endril. He
greeted Bith with a nonchal ant wave.

Cal and Hat hor were brought in. Wen all three vouched

for the elf the guard dispersed, but they didn't go far. The
humans, troll, and elf were invited to sit down at a |long table
laid with a hearty breakfast. Barin came in, escorted by a

hal f dozen | ook-alike fanmly nenbers, and the neal began

There was oatneal and raisins, cold tongue and cold shoul -

der, small beer and cakes. The party ate well in the strained
at nosphere. Ceariy the presence of the elf upset people.

Bith tore bread and asked, "All right. Master Ef, how did
you gain the inside of these walls?"

"1 wal ked. "
Bith sniffed delicately- "I suppose ny question was pooriy
aimed. Qur real question is, why could you just 'wal k' when

we coul d not ?"

Endril stared at her innocently with his pale blue eyes.
"You could not have followed the way | cane."

"And why not ?"

Endril al most shrugged. "No human coul d."



Cat bl ew out his breath and reached for nore beer. The

sol dier wanted to chastize the elf for wal king off so abruptly,
for leaving themin the lurch, for not telling them nore. But
he held his tongue. It would acconplish nothing. Besides,

the elf seened even quieter and nore reserved than usual

Coul d one of the fair fol k be nel ancholy? And even for an

elf. Endril |ooked very pale. as if he'd been wounded. Cal
said, "Never mind, Bilh. W should be glad he's back."

Bi th shook her head but agreed. The castle defenders shook
their heads around them The breakfast talk noved to the
state of the orcan army. It was largely dormant in the bright
sun, Barin told them The nonsters might try a push to-

ni ght +hey used the dark for their own purposes. Barin said,
"The Dark Arny was stirred by your passage the way nud
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puppi es are aroused by a stick." The elders of Cairngorm
were trying to decide whether it was time to send the old

peopl e and the children into the hilts.

They had finished their meal and were tal king when a sol -

dier ran into the hall. "Come quickly!"
"What is it?"
"Hurry!™"

Everyone pressed out the door. Sonething was happeni ng

beyond the outernost wall. Sonme comotion. A bl ock of

ores and ot hers—ooking ti ke spiders again fromthis height-
were rushing the walls. No, they were pursuing soneone,
peggi ng arrows and spears at a tall figure who sprinted before
them The arrows found their mark but bounced off. Finally

the grey figure—+n a pointed helmet?—attained the wall. He

di sappeared for a nonment, then reappeared as he vaulted

over. He dropped into a knot of castle defenders.

Endril said, " 'Tis our companion, the giant."

Cal snorted. "Backbreaker? | thought we'd seen the | ast of
him Where's he been?"

The party could see the grey stone giant—t had been his

poi nted head they'd seen and not a hel met —wave his | ong

arnms in earnest conversation with the smaller blond humans.
Finally the lot of themturned and pointed up ne hill, and
the giant stepped fromtheir ranks." He loped up the hills in
great strides, no nore di sconmmbded than a hare, and joi ned

t hem before the gate.

No one greeted the giant. Cal reflected that the others nust
be as unconfortable with Backbreaker as he was. He was j ust
too—sinister, alien. Powerful ? The boy asked, "What kept
you?"

The giant called Muuntain Back Breaker lifted his raptor's
hands. "I fell in with some other giants. They wanted to tal k



tonme. It's been a long tinme since | met kin."

Cal scratched the scar on his upper lip. "I didn't see any
big fellows |ike you last night."

The nonster lifted his hands again.
The boy asked, "Wiat did they have to say to you?"

"Much- Not hing. Talk of the big people. My father died.
| have been away a long tine."

Nobody could top that. Cal rubbed his scar. "Wl
Let's get back to the sword."
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Endril said, "Yes, let us. | have yet to see this nonu-
ment . "

They filed into the castle and clinbed the nyriad stone
steps to the tower.

Cal ran directly to the sword. In the nmorning light it glit-
tered like a jewel.

"Don't touch it." Endril's adnoni shnent cut into his rev-
erie.

Cal reflected the elf had been with themfor only ten
m nutes and al ready he was giving orders again. "Can't |
even breathe on it?"

"No," Bith cut in. "Nor drool either. It's hexed. Don't
you be."

Endril said. "See here." He stepped to the bal cony and
signalled the boy to follow The elf pointed down.

Down, down, down, so far and so far underfoot that Cal's
knees turned to water, was the floor of a dry canyon. The
boy had to grip the edge of the | ow bal cony—small| confort-
but Endril | ooked over as unconcernedly as a bird. "Do you
still doubt that the object of our quest here holds up this
bal cony? Certainly no natural or contrived strut keeps this
shel f in place. Touch that sword and it may be your |ast act,
short of scream ng, before hitting the bottomof this gorge.”

Cal glanced up at the Mstwall. They could see the far wall

of the chasm but the cloud started just above it. It was the
only thing in sight, really. Seen up this close, the closest they
had come to it, the wall had a maddeni ng and hypnotic qual -

ity. The colors that nade up the wall roiled not in circles,

but rather tunbled upwards and yet downwards at the sane

time, like a rainbow waterfall gone nad. It drew the eye and

held it Iike some nmassive fire—a fire racing to consunme the

wat cher. Endril touched his shoul der and Cal shook his head.

He averted his eyes downwards but saw only space. He backed



into the room

Endril followed. "Sonmehow this sword al so holds the

M stwall at bay. Recall you our view fromacross the valley?
And see there and there? The wall has a belly sucked in with
its mdpoint here."”

"I't nust be very powerful, then," Cal said.

Bith spoke behind them "Powerful, yes. But like a fire,
it's too hot to grasp w thout tongs."
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Cal | ooked at the two, then at the swoid before them It

was unreal the way it hung, a foot above the floor, touching
not hi ng. "But you're just guessing about the sword. If | did
pick it up, nothing at all m ght happen."

Endril nodded in that naddeni ng way he had. Then he

flinched as sone tw nge touched him He'd |inped consid-
erably coming up the stairs. Cal suspected his right |eg had
been wounded recently. The elf cleared a bench of books and
sat down gingeriy. He continued. "True. But then, you m ght
not be able to nove it at all. It mght be rooted in that spot
as if driven into anvil and stone."

Cal stared at the sword in helpless frustration. "I want to
find some way to get ny hands on it."

"Let us | ook then, and see what we find. To break a spel
we need the spell maker. Let us find the wizard, or the w z-
ard's words."

Erin barked, "You'll not touch a thing! Barin said so!"

Endril turned on her with gentle eyes and gentl e voice.
"Wul d you have us find your wi zard?"

"Barin sai d—

Bi th munbl ed under her breath for sone tine. Now she
reached out a soft hand and touched the warri or woman's
shoul der. Erin shivered and stared at the magi c user—stared

as a bird stares at a snake.

"Erin," Bith's voice was silk on glass, "W're . . . your
friends . . . aren't we?"

"Y-y-yes."

"Good. That's good. Friends are nice. Now, why don't -
you go ask Barin ... if ... we ... can help find your
wi zard? That's what you want, isn't it?"

"Y-yes."

"Cood. Good. Go ask Barin."

The sol di er woman turned and cl onped of f down the steps.



Bith sighed. Endril nodded to her. Cal frowned- "I didn't
know you had—what do they call it?—suggestion powers."

The mage lifted her pert nose. "I have a |l ot of powers."

"You better not use that spell on ne, or any of the rest of
us."

Bith made a face in imtation of his serious one. Cal
frowned deeper and the girl |aughed. Hathor grinned a toothy
grin.
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Endril waggled a hand at the room "Bith, |let us see what
ot her powers you command. There was a magic user in this
roomat one time and now there is none. Can you discern
whence he's gone, and how?"

Bith bit her lower |lip as she | ooked around at the ness.

Every tabl e, every space underneath, every comer, every nook
and cranny was littered or stuffed with junk. Finally she said,
"I can't guarantee anything. There nmay be sone sign or script
as to where he's gone. But he could just as easily have fallen
over the bal cony drunk. O been spirited away. I'Il try, but

it will take time."

The elf said, "W have tine. Sone little anyway. Try as
you may."

"Al'l right. First things first. Wiy don't you all stand by

t he doorway?" The elf, the soldier, the troll, and the giant
shuffled through the crowmded room out of her way. Back-
breaker had to crouch, with knuckles on the floor to keep
fromhitting his head in the rafters.

Bith fished in a pouch and canme up with a doubl e pinch of
somet hi ng. She pushed her sl eeves up and stuck her fingers
inthe air. "Watch for anything that glows," she said, and
began a sonorous chant that built quickly.

"Come to me, things unseen
You 've the pulse, | the mean,
Now | scry the ways inside,
Unto tome |l et no spark hidel™

Bith repeated the phrases until she had the cadence just
right. Then she snapped her hands to flick the magi c dust
into the air.

The nen gasped as—just for a nmonent—ebjects in the

roomlit up. Geen, blue, gold, orange, red, white, a dozen
things flashed on and off in an eyeblink. Mst of all, the
sword wi nked like a glinpse through a furnace door—bri ght
yel low, white hot, searing on the eyeballs. Then the show
was over. The restored roomwas dull and grey by conpari -
son.



The magi ¢ user stood pursing her lips.

Cal said, "That was fabul ous, Bith! |I've never seen any-
thing like it! Do you do that often?**
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Bith was distracted.
expected nore, "

"What ? Ch, that was not hing.
" Mor e?"

She put her hands on her hips. "Yes, a lot nmore. Wth this
many objects in the room so little magic. It's odd . . ." She
ended with a sniff.

"It's had sone effect,” Endril commented. He watched the
roiling mass of the Mstwall.

"Is it getting closer?"
"No. But it's noving nore fiercely, as if agitated."
Cal asked, "Could your spelling have done that?"

Bith drumred her fingers on the back of a chair. "I don't
know . . . Well, what next7"

None of them had an answer. In the silence there cane the
sound of shuffling on the stairs and hoarse breathing. Soon
Barin appeared at the door. He staggered into the room and

i mediately took a chair. Erin came in behind himand hel ped
hi msit

"Qdin and Isis, I'mtoo old for this trip!" he croaked- "I
could alnmost let the Dark Ones have this castle. How did old
Criegsten do it? He nust have had nmagic in his legs."

Bith continued to scan the roomw th her hands on hips.
"That m ght have been one place.”

The sergeant rubbed his nmustache. "That Criegsten. He

was a queer sort. | always thought a lot of his tricks were
snoke and mirrors, and knowi ng his audi ence was sinple.
Have you any clue as to where he went?"

Everyone shook their heads. Bith said, "W haven't nmade
an intensive search yet. W were, uh, wondering how to pro-
ceed. Have | your pernission to poke around in here?"

Cal piped up, "Can we, for instance, take up yon sword?"

Barin waved a hand as he fought for breath. "Touch what -

ever you want —except that sword. Criegsten said it was the
only thing holding up the castle, for what his word was worth.
I have to admit sonme of die underpinnings in the hall | ook



awful dicey. Sure sonething's holding up this pile of rock
and it ain't nmoney nor faith. No, go ahead and fool with

what ever you want, except the sword. Take it alt. W' re none
of us magic users and can't use it. The Dark Arny'll just get
it."

Bith's frown did not go away, but she rubbed her hands. A
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mage turned loose in a wizard' s cave was like a wild boar in
a marketplace. The giri hunted for sacks.

Endril rmurrnured, "Let us renenber our purpose here,

Bith. To | eamthe whereabouts of this Criegsten and to see if

i ndeed we can take the sword with us." Hi s conpani ons

bli nked at the |last phrase until they renenbered the outsiders
in the room The Cairagormers might not take kindly to the

i dea of destroying the sword. "W can | oad bags while you

| ook. Find sone trace of a spell, or record in a book. O a
doorway or portal. O neans of escape.”

Bith pointed. "Cai, Thor, would you nmove all the open

books to this table, please? And find a crate for the cl osed
ones? Endril, sort through that stuff and renmove all the pro-
sai c gear, please. Let's see. Barin, can you tell ne, sir, when
was the last time you saw Criegsten?”

"The last tine? Cnh, that would be ... Well, what's today?
When did the arny first start to | eave the wall?"

"It was twenty-some days ago," Erin supplied

Barin squinted. "Was it? But | had dinner with himjust
t he ot her night. "

"It was before the full noon. Father."

Bith asked, "Could he have |eft the castle w thout your
peopl e knowi ng it?"

Erin asked, "Wl king, you nean?"
"O flying? Did he fly?"
"Not that | ever saw. "

Bith chewed the end of her thunb as she | ooked around.

Cal and Hat hor were gingerly noving books as if they m ght
expl ode. Backbreaker had sunk into a coner to doze. Endri
stood on the bal cony and watched the M stwall and the sky.
The tips of his lank white hair flickered in the breeze. The
magi ¢ user said to no one in particular, "I see nothing big
enough for a portal. No mirror or tapestry. No throne. Hathor
t hought this nountain was honeyconbed with tunnels. Is that
true?"

Erin sniffed and put a hand on her guardi an's shoul der. The
old man was asl eep. "True enough. It's part of our escape
route. W keep them clear and check them often. There are



naught but bats and worms down there. The tunnels wander
up and down. Mst are usel ess. W coll apsed sone | ong ago.
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None go down to the valley, so the ores can't attack from
under ground. "

Bith had turned to the books that |ay open on the tables.
There were over a dozen of them all different sizes with
pages odd-shaped and m smatched, stained and nouse-
gnawed. The parchnment pages were largely blank. Here and
there were tiny lines or scratches or draw ngs inscribed in
faded i nk.

Bith wet her fingers and gingerly touched the edge of one
book. Wen not hi ng happened she rai sed the page and
crooked her head to peer at it with the Iight behind.
"What are you doi ng?" Cal asked her

" Hhmm 2"

"What are you | ooking for? There's nothing there."

Bith brushed the page and peered with her nose no nore
than an inch off the page. She nused, "Maybe. He was the
secretive type. "

" Hunh?"

"What ?" Bith | ooked up. "What do you want ?"

"\What are you | ooki ng at?"

"I"'mlooking for rebuses.™

n \Mat ?u

Bith frowned. "Honestly, haven't you | earned anything?
Do you know how to read?"

Cal's flush answered the question, but he snapped, "I know
better than to stare at bl ank pages |i ke sone stupid hypno-
tized chi cken!"

Bith's frow turned to confusion. "What do you nean,
*hypnoti zed chi cken?* They've no brain."

"Now whose education is |acking?"

Erin said fromacross the room "He neans when you draw
aline in the dust froma chicken's nose."

"Chi ckens don't have noses," Hathor said. He was chew
ing on some root he'd found.

"Beaks, then."



"Way," Cal ground his teeth, "arc you poring over those
bl ank pages?"

"These? They're not bl ank."

Hat hor canme over and stared close. Munch, nmunch, nunch.
The root had the consistency of a chair |eg. "Naked."

Bith | ooked down, "What?"
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Cal stepped past the troll and jabbed a grimy finger, pin-
ning flat the page in Bith's hand. "Were—-are—+the—

wor ds?"

The girt brightened. "Ch! They're right here. They're just
seal ed. "

" Seal ed?"
"Masked. "
"You nean, invisible?"

Bith shook her black hair. "Well, it looks like it, though
it isn'"t, really. They have a conceal spell on them™

"Can you see then?"

"Ch, no. No one can until the spell is lifted. At least, 1
don't think anyone can. No, | can't. | just have to decide
whi ch ones to unseal, is all."

"And how do you deci de that?"
"You read these little rebuses here, if dial's what they are.”

It was Cal's turn to peer close. "These little squiggly lines?
That's just spider scratching, or art, or sonething, ain't it?"

Bi th shook her gl ossy head again. "No, no, no. They're

little words or phrases twi sted to nake a drawi ng. They're

call ed rebuses. Like when you're first |learning your letters

and die tutor wites the word 'reindeer* all twisted so it nakes
alittle picture of a reindeer, starting at the tail and maki ng
the legs and finally the horns. It's to help you renmenber the
word. You see themall the time, on cave walls or doorways

or bl ades and such. Don't you?"

Cal shook his head. "No. Wait. |Is that what's on the bl ade
t her e?"

"What ? No, no. Those are runes."

Cal sighed. He pointed to the page again. "Wy don't S-
t hose pages look like any witing |'ve ever seen before?"



"I told you, these are rebuses. Mages use themall the tinme
to note what spell is really on the page once it's unseal ed.

Look here, see this one? It |ooks like an olive branch, but
really it has the word 'peace* witten into it. So it's probably
some kind of friend spell. See?"

Cal peered closely, as did Hathor. (Crunch, crouch in Cal's
ear.) Cal did notice that the etching on the olive branch

seened oddly un-baridi ke. He conceded, "Well, maybe. But A
a friend spell won't do us any good."

"But it might not be a friend spell. Surely you don't be-
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lieve everything you read, do you?" Bith waved a breezy

hand at the man and troll's glassy stare. "Don't you see? It

m ght be a trick. This page might contain a hate spell, or a

| ove potion. You can wite any rebus you want, after all. O
the page might really be blank, and this is just the page he
intended to inscribe a friend spell on later. O it could just
be a description of some artifact he knew of that had a friend
spell, or just anything at all."

Cal rubbed his forehead. Hathor scratched his ear with his
root. Bith went on. "See this? This page refers to another
page sonmewhere el se. The book is full of cross-references to
confuse people. O there mght be two masks on the sane

page, one covering another. O three. O it mght be trapped.
There are spells to hold, you know. "

"What good is that?"

"To protect your work from snoopers. A stranger m ght
unmask a page and start reading. Surprise! he trips a hold
spell. That freezes himlike a statue—he stands there unti
the witer unfreezes him"

Cal burst out, "That's awful! You could die waiting for
someone to cone back!"

Bith shrugged. "OF course. Many have. Wy do you nink

every magi c user's den has at |east one skull |ying around?
He or she didn't find that in the mddle of the road." Every-
one in the roomexcept the giri | ooked around. There were
three skulls and one jawbone showing in the room "O the
page could blind you, or drive you nmad, poison you sl ow or
fast, or just kill you outright with a |ightning bolt."

Cal and Hat hor backed away fromthe table.

The gid gave a nerry laugh. "I don't think we have to

worry about that here. Mich, anyway." She turned and

ni pped that book shut and tossed it to the back of the table.
She pul | ed another close as Cal and Hathor retreated across
uw room

"Gorm and Ghast," Cal nuttered. "I'd take a clean sword



thrust on the battlefield rather than pore over these things.
It's like shoving your hand into a box of serpents.”

Bith | ooked up and was surprised to find herself al one at

the table. "Oh, cone now, it's not that bad. There are tricks
you leamto protect yourself, protections that you wear or
carry in your pockets."
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"Do you have any?"

"Some. OF course, you never know if they're going to work
against a particular spell. An enchanter will never sell you a
protecti on agai nst another spell of his own making. That

woul d be foolish. But there's probably nothing in these books
that can hurt ne. Actually, if sonething does spring at ne,
["I'l know I'mclose to what we want."

"Hell of way to find out," Cal muttered.

Hat hor agreed. "That like pulling down rock to see if it
foil on you."

Bith murnured, "Umm hmm"

From the opposite wall Cal called, "But can you find what
we want in one of those books?"

Endril spoke frombeside him his voice so quiet the boy

and troll junped. "There's no guarantee the books can tel

us anythi ng about where Criegsten has gone, or why. That's

just a starting point. After the books she may have to inves-
tigate all these artifacts separately, then search the roomit-
sel f."

Cal | ooked around at the junble. "That could take weeks'.

The el f nodded. "Years, nore likely, to find all the secrets
in this room And then probably not all of them or even half.
Mrtals are too short-lived to | eam nuch. "

Cal gritted his teeth and said not hing.

Bith | aughed again. "Don't you worry, Endril. I'll have
what we need pretty soon. Wthin a day."

Hat hor finished ne root with a crack that set all their teeth
on edge. "l go look around,"” he announced. "Look at
caves."

Cal watched the giri's slimback, bent over me books, and
the elf's bland face, agel ess and unseaned- "1'll go with
you," he said. "And find sonething to do."

"Check the state of the Dark Arny," Endril told him
"You have a soldier's eye. See if they're nmassing for an attack
or a cutting-out expedition."



"They're not going to wait any weeks, that's for sure.”

Cal muttered as he followed the troll down the stairs. Back-
breaker had left the roomsome tinme earlier. Assisted by Erin,
Bari n awoke and dragged hinself out of his chair to nmake his
creaky way down the stairs. Endril and Bith were left in the
room The elf wal ked to the edge of the bal cony. He stood
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with his toes projecting through the stiles until they hung over
the chasm beneath. He stared at the Mstwall as if staring
could penetrate its depths.

Alone in the room Bith closed another book and stacked
it against the wall.

Days passed.

By the end of the first day Bith had pored over every book
twi ce. Cal had taken another |ong nap and then polished his
antique sworo. He cane in often to gaze at the runesword.
When he crouched | ow and the roomwas still he imagi ned

he could hear it singing. Endril watched the Mstwall from
di e bal cony or was gone. No one knew where. Hathor and
Backbr eaker were |ikew se absent.

By the end of the second day Bith had thrown three books
out the wi ndow.

Cal practiced swordfighting with some of the young nen
and woren, but nopst were busy packing and putting rood
by. Endril wandered the hills behind the town. Hathor and
Backbreaker were still gone.

By the end of the third day Bith was throwing artifacts off
t he bal cony, sonme of which gl owed even as she threw t hem

Cal chafed at the Lack of work and fighting. He borrowed

a heavy bow and took potshots at the-Dark Arny. He argued
with Endril that they should "do sonething.” The elf ig-
nored himand dried flowers on a flat stone. Hathor and Back-
breaker poked among the hills. The defenders of the castle
asked Cal which side the troll and giant were on

By the end of the fourth day Bith was setting fire to artifacts
before throwi ng them out the wi ndow. Cal and Endril won-
dered if they should ask her why, but decided not to.

Cal noticed that no one else was issuing forth fromthe
Mstwall. Did that nean the Dark Arny was conpl ete? The

force seened to be massing, stirring. The Cai ngorners were

al nost ready to flee. Cal announced that if nothing happened
soon be was leaving with the castle defenders, but he was
going to snatch the sword off the bal cony just before |eaving.
Eadril said nothing. Hathor and Backbreaker cane back and
reported there were caves under the hillside "full of bats and
not hi ng el se. ™

By the end of the fifth day the men voted to disturb Bith.
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What they found was not encouragi ng. The roomwas al -
nost enpty. Bith was haggard, with grey bags under her eyes,
stai ned hands, and a white-hot tenper.

"Wong? I'Il tell you what's wongV she shrilled. "That
lying old fossil Criegsten was a fake\ He was a fraud and an
idiotl. Look at this stuff!" There wasn't nuch left to ook at:

a stuffed oW, brass candl esticks, a box of odd netal parts, a
few books, some other things, "This is./w Al Trash\ Hanbug\"

The nen asked, "Wat?"

"He faked everything! There's not a magic spell in one of

t hese books that would work, or that a child couldn't do with
his eyes closed! And these things'. Residual magic as old as
the hills! My grandnother's shoes had nmore—= The girt

paused to snatch up the stuffed ow, march to the open w n-
dow, and pitch it off the bal cony, "—nApre nagic and were
nore interesting than these—trinkets! And he clainmed to have
forged the runeswordl. He took credit for dwarven work! He
couldn't conjure a homunculus froma quart of denmon bl ood!"
She paused for breath and huffed, "Barin was right. All
Criegsten ever did was cheat\'11

Cal , Hathor, and Backbreaker | ooked around the room and
didn't know what to say- Endril tried- "Al you say is no
doubt true. good Bith. Wth all your know edge, you would
know. But howis it me runesword hangs in the air?"

The giri waved a tired hand. "Ch, that. Anyone can do
that- Once the object's in place it stays there until disturbed."

"But it does keep the Mstwall at bay?"

Bith sighed. She peered in the sword's direction. "Yes, it
must. | can And no notes on it. Nothing. He hasn't witten
any fresh notes—lies—in years. But he did prop it up there.
| don't even know where he got the sword, for that matter."

"Barin doesn't know either."

The magi c user sniffed. "He probably stole it fromsone
bl i nd beggar."

Cal asked, "Can we nove it, then?"

Bith flapped her arns. "NO Not until we know what will
happen! You want to get us all killed? You want this place to
drop out fromunder us? O have the Mstwall slam down on

us? Or somet hing worse—i ght ni ng, blindness, who knows

what ?"

The elf offered, "But—
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"I told you, there's no discussion of it anywhere. And

don't know where the fool disappeared to either, not that I
want to find him There's no nmention of a portal or a teleport
spell or a carpet or wal king hole or anything ."

At their back soneone spoke. It was Erin, obviously cone
to find out what the comotion was about. "Did you look in
the cellars?"

Everyone turned. "Wat ?"

The wonman stammered as everyone stared at her. "I

asked if you' d—+ooked in the cellars. Just before he disap-
peared Lord Criegsten spent rmuch tinme in a coner of the
cellar. He wouldn't let us near, and we—

Very quietly, very icily, Bith said, "Please show ne."

Not nuch later Cal, Endril, and Hathor stood with her in

a small set of chanbers deep in the heart of the castle. The
rooms were tiny with rounded ceilings, carved fromrock
before the castle above had been assenbl ed. The |ight of
torches was absorbed by dry bare walls. The fl oor underf oot
was slippery with dust and grine. There was nothing in the
roomexcept a rotted tapestry nailed to the wall

The giri ranted some nore. "Here! Bast, Bathsheba, and

Baal , why didn't sonebody tell me about this roomearlier'?'1
Bith waved her arms until the sleeves of her shirt flapped |ike
wi ngs. "How am | supposed to learn anything if people don't

tell me about these things in \hs first place?"

Backbreaker, too tall for the room hung back in the stair-
well. Erin stood behind him "You never asked, you know, "
she put forth fromthe darkness. "You just wanted to see his
roomin the tower, and we let you—

Bith pushed up her sleeves with stained fingers. "Ch, shut
up. I'1l bet this is where he went."

She reached out and snatched down the tapestry. Unfortu-
nately she hauled down with it a sheet of dust and nold that
set them all hacking and coughing. They had to retreat to ne
stairwell. Bith rubbed her eyes with dirty hands, which nmade
themitch abomi nably. Wen they could go back into the

room a stark pale wall stood behind the remmants of the
tapestry.

"Look you-hack—there," she announced. And sneezed.

"Looks like a wall," Cat said.
Bith swore. "ldiot."
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Wth a grand gesture she wet her fingertips and traced a
wide circle on the wall. Then-she rolled out a short chant,
her detect spell. The wall shimrered |like water, then die
circle turned bl ack

"See? It's a hole."

"Wirm hol e," Hathor said. He had a parsnip in his hand
whi ch he munched on.

Bith tsked, "No, no, no. It's not a wormhole. It's too big.
It's a portal hole, made with nmagic. A sort of melting spel

that turns the rock into a gas. Slow but powerful. You need
fifty pounds of holed cheese to even start it."

Hat hor wal ked to the five-foot hole and stuck his head in.
Munch, munch. "It's worm hole."

"We'| | see. Fetch torches."
"Finally!" Cal leapt up the stairs. "Action!"

A few mnutes later they had three torches. Cal strapped

hi s scabbard and shield across his back to keep his legs free.
Hat hor shed his bearskin and carried his felling axe. Endri
hel d his short bow with an arrow al ongside it. Backbreaker
went unarnmed as ever.

Cal | ooked in the hole- "Hathor, why don't you go first?
You' re used to nucking around in caves, and you can see in
the dark, right?"

"Yeah. "

"I"ll go second- Endril can bring up the—=
"1*11 go first,"” Bith interrupted.

"\What ?"

"I found this portal, I'Il go first. It mght be magic-trapped.
Get out of ny way."

Cal stepped aside. The girl stepped to the hole and lifted
her foot high to enter, careful with the torch near her hair.
The boy shrugged and poi nted Hat hor after her. Cal went

next, followed by Endril and Backbreaker. Erin watched them

go-

The hole went straight for about fifteen feet, then slowy
bent to the right and down. The bottomwas |ike a trough

so they had to walk with one foot placed in front of me other
The floor was not smooth, but rippled like the bottomof a
qui ck-movi ng stream Hathor crouched on two bare feet and

his one free hand. Cal had to stoop: alnost i mediately he
devel oped a crick in his neck. He envied the troll, who noved
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as easily as a nonkey. He could not hear the cat-quiet elf
behi nd him He did hear Backbreaker's grainy skin rasp al ong
the cave walls. The giant probably had to crawl on all fours.

Around the bend and down they went. The descent was

gradual at first, then slanted farther. Any nore slant would
force themto cling to the walls. That would be difficult, since
the floor was sliny in spots. The light was strange, a m xture
of bright flashes of torch and sudden bl ack shadows when

someone occl uded one or nore. The only sound was the

scrape of leather or giant skin on a wall.

They had no idea how far they crept. At one point they
passed through an intersection of tunnels. The side passage
went up and down, very steep. Cal asked about it.

Bith called fromup front, "A powerful mage could fly
t hrough these tunnels."

"But | thought Criegsten was a fake. And why woul d any-
one nelt their way through a nountain when they could just
wal k away fromthe castle?"

"I don't know. Perhaps he wanted to be nysterious."
Cal nuttered, "Perhaps he was crazy."

The floor's slant becane steeper. Cal could feel his toes
jamas his hobnails tried to bite. The ceiling rose and becane
rougher as they entered part of a natural cavern. Bith gave a
grunt of disgust.

"What is it?" Cal called

"It' s—ugh—sonme mess of grey gunk. A lot of it.
"Worm shit," came Hathor's voice.

"WIl you stopf It's not—=

Her screamfilled the cavern and pierced their ears.
CHAPTER

9

The thing coning at Bith was an enornobus whits ring with a
serrated edge around a gapi ng hole. The hol e was bi g enough
to swallow the giri easily.

The worm (Bith had the fleeting thought that she'd been

dead wong) conpletely filled the tunnel they stood in. It
shoul d have—the worm had drilled it. The wormwas a noun-

tain of white flesh; its maw just went on and on with recedi ng
rings.

Bith stifled another scream She didn't have tine for an-
ot her spell, and couldn't have touched the wormif she wanted
to. She sinply chucked her torch down its throat and ducked.



The flam ng brand flew into the wormi s nmaw and di sap-

peared. The beast didn't even slow down. Al Bith had done
was blind herself temporarily. At |east she woul dn't see that
mout h cl ose shut on her and snap her in two. She squinched
up her face and felt another scream escaping.

She'd forgotten she was not al one. A hand snagged her

tunic and jerked her backwards- Mre hands | anded and car-
ried her straight back. Bith felt as if she had tunbled off a
cliff and fallen into friendly branches. Then the hands on her
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were cool, dry, and scaly. Backbreaker |oonmed above, eyes
[ umi nous in the dark

By the light of the giant's eyes and a sputtering torch Bith
saw the men attack. Cal's poor sword and Endril's slimone

wi nked and di sappeared and shone again |ike sumrer |ight-
ning. For a second the girl's lonely heart sang as she thought
they were |l eaping to defend her. But no. they wercJUSt saving
t hensel ves as well. The men flanked the troll with practiced
precision. The wormrippled towards themlike a | oat hsone
tide.

The attack was Hathor's. The troll raised his felling axe in
both hands. At home in the tunnels, he knew just how high

he coul d heave it and not hit the ceiling. H's hairy arns
swel l ed as the steel head rose, bobbed, and then chunked into
the wormis |ip.

The worm st opped. Hat hor struck again. Up went the arns

and the | ong axe haft and then down with a neaty smack.

One nore bl ow whacked a hunk out of the nonster's maw.

A white slab as big as an inn table withed with its own life

on the round tunnel floor. Hathor was shouting as he swung,
lustily howing in trollish, the noise like thunder. Cat shouted
too with the neaningl ess oaths of a soldier and even Endri

sang in a clear ringing tone.

The worm had stopped, even retreated a fraction, and the
three warriors advanced- Hathor tw sted the next blow, sank
it sideways, and a | arger chunk of worm fl apped and fel
away. The maw was hal f gone, and white pus dri pped where

it had been hacked. Hathor had swivelled to whack at the

ri ght side when sonething black engulfed the five of them

Bith felt something wet and cold and infinitely disgusting

slap her in the face. It imediately began to bum and itch

And it crawmed. Wth a shriek she clawed at herself to get it
of f. The goo sneared everywhere, and everywhere it |anded

it burned and crawl ed. She shrieked again until she got sone

in her mouth, and that al one shut her up. Flailing her hands
down her body, she located a clean section of her tunic tails
and wi ped her face clean, spitting and spitting again and again
and dami ng hersel f for ever going down any damed tunnel

As she scraped her ears clean she heard a new kind of shout-



"Hathor!" 1t was Cal. "HATHOR \Where are you?"
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"Gone," Endril's voice was clear and i nhumanly calm
"It's taken himaway."

"Well, for—= Cal's suggestions after that were unhel pful

Only the cat-shine of Backbreaker's eyes gave them any

light, and that a deceptive one. Endril called for a light. Cal
fumbled with a torch and burned hinself relighting it. He

pi cked up his sword fromthe floor, unm ndful of the glop
clinging to it. Bith shuddered fromhead to toe as the black
stuff all around continued to nove.

"What is this?"
"Never mnd!" Cal snapped. "W have to go after Thor!"
"But what happened!"

Endril finished nopping black goo fromhis face. "It vom
ited this—discharge of sline at us. A defense |like a skunk's,
| reckon. Then it snatched up our troll."

Tears started in Bith's eyes. "Hathor is eatenV

Endril shook his head. "Swallowed, mayhap, not con-

sumed. He'll nore likely to suffocate if we don't—=

"Then let's!" Cal snapped. And he trotted off down the

tunnel with torch and sword. Bith and Endril and Back-
breaker trotted to catch up with him slipping and sliding on
the sliny snmooth floor.

The tunnel hooked sharply right-Bith wondered how a

worm coul d eat through rock |ike cheese—+then the Iight dis-
appeared. They heard a "Woop!" that trailed off and ended
with a thud. Endril slid to a stop, but not soon enough. The
tunnel floor took a sudden bend downwards, and the elf was
too far along. Hs slick soft boots had no purchase on the
floor and he followed Cal. H's final words were, "Your
sword, boy! Put down your— Thud.

Bith snagged a dry patch of wall and stopped, breathless.
The stone gi ant hovered behind her like a rock outcrop. She
listened. The soft sound of swearing canme up the tunnel, in
man's tongue and el ven. So they were safe.

O were they? Left in the dark, Bith crept forward a hair
nore and peered at the opening. She stood on a lip of stone
and sensed a vastness out in the black before her. A breeze,
cold and nmusty, trickled past her cheek

"Cal, Endril, are you all right?"

"Aye," cane the elf's voice fromthe darkness bel ow
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Ca! got his torch Iit yet again. Its soft flare showed their
surroundi ngs. Bith and Cal gasped.

The tunnel had enptied into a | arger cavern. A |um nous
sheen—oss or sline or foxfire—+eflected the torchlight Iike
a bronze mirror. This underground worid was not brown dirt

or grey stone, but a luscious soft red with yell ow streaks that
chased each other in maddening swiris. Stalactites dripped
stone fromthe lofty and irregular ceiling. The floor of the
cavern had been covered with stalagnites, but these were
broken of f and crushed underfoot. Just as well, Bith realized,
or Cal and Endril might have been inpal ed. The cavern
stretched away in two directions, maybe sixty feet high

maybe thirty feet wide. The worm hol e—she felt a tightening
in her chest: she'd been so sure nere was no wor m—onti nued
on the opposite side of the cavern, high up, as if a god had

t hreaded a gi ant needl e through the nountain.

Cal held the torch high and the red-yellow |ight of the cave
shimered in a thousand thousand facets. "No sign of
Hat hor. No, wait."

The torchlight shimrmi ed and bobbed and danced. Then
Cal said, "Here's his axe."

Bith | eant even further forward, in danger of |osing her
footing. She wondered how she'd get down to the men—they

were al nost twenty feet bel ow her. Backbreaker still stood
just behind her, immbile. She called, "Is there bl ood?"
Endril had joined Cal. The elf took the torch. "I don't

know. Let nme | ook—

The firelight was suddenly magnified a hundred tines, as

i f soneone had ripped off the roof of the cavern. A giant
white form big as a sailing ship, spurted fromthe worm hol e
opposite. Cat yelled, Endril shrilled, and Bith froze as the
wormreturned. It was the same one—eould there be nore

man one?—for it bore the hack marks around its nouth. The
worm poured fromthe hole like a cataract of water, straight
for the opposite hole where Bith stood. The giri shuffled her
feet, slipped, whinpered.

Sonet hi ng—Backbr eaker —shoved her from behi nd. She
tunbl ed fromthe tunnel

The wormi s nouth dil at ed.
Bith fell. Inside.
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The girl shrieked as the edges of the mouth passed her
Then the |ight was gone as the throat snapped shut.



Bump, thunp, clunp, wham Bith fetched up against a cold
wal | . The surface under her—then next to her, then above
her—+wi sted like a bed in a nightmare. Her hands found sone
ri dge and she grabbed hard. The roof, also ridged, banged
agai nst the back of her head. She was going to be crushed in
the throat of a giant wormi Bith found herself praying and
crying and w shing she were back in her mother's castle,
sitting on the balcony with her cats and | ooki ng out over the
m sty | ake. But she remenbered her nother and how she had
nocked her daughter's weak stomach, and Bith hung on and
gritted her teeth. If for no other reason than to show her
not her up, she had to survive.

And in fact, she wasn't dead yet. O even close to it. As

t he seconds passed she found herself still clinging to one
ridge, held in place by the other. Nothing el se happened. The
wormwas still noving, undulating like a ship at sea, but the

ride was snooth. Bith tried to take stock. She fought down
pani ¢ by concentrating on spells. Which one could get her
out of here? Any of then? Fireballs? dow? Levitate? Ignite!
Yes, surely this—flesh—aould bumif she got the spell off
right. But how would she breathe in the snmoke? And i magi ne

t he stench!

The worm took a dive downward. Bith felt her hair falling
down her back. Was it stuffy in here already? Wuld she
suffocate before she could get off a spell? It was so bl ack
Sonet hi ng fl opped across her hands and she recoiled from

the touch. It was hairy, like a big spider. But warm And the
snell was fanmiliar.

Carefully she unpried one aching hand and put it out for
the object. It was soft and griny with—-hard nails? It was a
hand? A foot! Hathor' s!

"Thor! Thor!" the girl cried, "I'mso glad to find you! |I—
Thor ?"

She tugged at the foot. It felt linply fromher grasp. Was
he dead? Had the troll suffocated? No, he was too tough to
die. And too nice. The girl let go to | ock both hands onto
the foot. She dug her fingers in al ongside the ropy tendon
and felt. Yes, there was a pulse! It would be all right. Unless
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they both suffocated. Or were crushed, or swallowed further,
or drowned in black sline.

The worm dropped with a stomach-w enching lurch. It

bucked and twi sted and rolled on its back until Bith's brain
shook in its pan. She tried to think of what to do, but was
too dizzy and weak. Then suddenly the beast shuddered al
through its frane. And she coul d—see—ight?

A gash in the worm s side opened and light spilled in. The
gash shut and the bl ackness returned. Then it cracked open
again and stayed that way. Sonething slimand shining pen-
etrated the crack.



A voice called, "Bith! Are you in there? Bith!" It was Cal

"Here," the giri squeaked. She gathered her breath and
shouted, "Here!"

An arm hol ding a torch shoved inside, followed by Endril's
head- "There you arc. And Thor. Wuld you like to cone
out ?"

Bith gasped. She had to press with her back to get free of
the enbrace of the dead worm Then she craw ed over Hath-
or's body and was hel ped through the split. She pointed Ca
and Endril back to the troll and they tugged himfree.

The giri clung to the elf while the boy dragged the troll to

a level spot on the cavern floor- Bith | ooked around. The
giant wormlay on the floor of the-elongated cavern, as huge,
white, and repulsive as the Mstwall itself. It was dead white
wi th heavy creases at intervals where the segments joi ned.
There was twenty feet of it showing in the cavern and nore

i nside the tunnel beyond-she had no idea howlong it really
was. The thing twitched feebly, the spasms making it junp
three feet at a time. The gash that Endril and Cal had hacked
in the side-Bith wondered how t hey had known where to

hack and not cut their fell ow adventurers—eozed white pul p
like tree sap. Evidently the worm had snat ched up Hat hor
retreated, then cone back and shot across the upper part of
the cave to engulf Bith. She wondered if the thing had used

an intelligence for that or had merely followed blind instinct
and sucked up everything in sight. She | ooked at the nonster
worm and felt her knees go weak.

"W were lucky to get you free." the elf said quietly. "It
was suspended over our heads. Cal |eaped up and struck. He
must have hit sonething vital. It alnmost fell on us.™
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Bith opened her nouth, but only a squeak came out.

Asi de from bei ng out cold and unbelievably filthy—as they
all were—the troll seenmed unharned. They patted his cheeks

and punped his chest and after a few nonents he cane to.
He worked his face in a goggl e-eyed fishy way before he sat

up.
"Where's ny axe?" he asked.

Cal gave it to him Hathor lay back dowmn with it clutched
to his chest.

"Do we bury you now?" the boy asked.
The troll opened one eye. "Don't |like worns to eat ne."

Everyone | aughed with relief. Cal quipped, "He probably
didn't like you much, either. |'msurprised he didn't puke you

up. "



"Washed nmy feet. Taste good."

"Think," said Endril, "how this experience has increased
our know edge by | eaps and bounds. Now you two know how
a wormfeels when fed to a fish."

"I think "Il becone a vegetarian |ike Hathor here." Bith
giggled. "I'lIl stick to corn and roots and nushroons. "

"And dogs," Cal added.

They all |aughed at that, but the |aughing died down as
they noticed a runbling that built and built Iike a stormcom
ing in overhead.

"What's that? An earthquake?"

Endril was up and reaching for Hathor. "W shoul d nove,
I think. This worm-=

Wasn't dead. It nust have been only stunned. For suddenly

it gave a massive hunp in the mddle. Along clean split
appeared far down its body, away fromthe gash. The gi ant
frame jerked, once, twice. Then with a nerve-shattering rip
the still-living segnent of body separated fromthe dead sec-
tion. The however-many feet of invisible body tore free and
di sappeared into the tunnel, but not before |eaving sonething
behi nd.

The party of adventurers how ed as the central artery of the
wormsquirted a waterfall of black glop into the cavern. The
same craw ing sticky filth that had been shot at themeariier
now returned in an aval anche. Too late tliey tried to dodge
out of the way. The ichor spilled all over their upraised arms
and down their necks. Blinded, they couldn't see the torrent
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that hit them but they could feel it. Endril managed to wi pe
his eyes clean and push at them "Run! Go that way!"

Stunbl i ng, cursing, scratching, the party banged into sta-
lagmites and slipped on patches of slinme until they cl unked
into a wall at the end of the cavern.

The swearing went on for some tinme in various |anguages.
Pinned in the coner, Bith clawed her face clear, though she
t hought bitterly she'd never feel clean again.

A whiff of fresh air wafted around them from yet another

worm hole in the wall- Only Cal had a torch. He'd juggl ed
shield and sword and torch since they'd gotten inside this
mountain. He nade to strike it alight with flint and steel yet
again but Bith stopped him

The cavern did indeed end here, tapering away to a junc-

ture of floor and ceiling- The giri noved to the hole and stuck
her head inside. The hol e sl oped downwards, and far, far

down, she thought she could see a sheen of reflected |ight.



O maybe it was just spots before her eyes caused by the
i ntense darkness. She pointed out the hole to her compan-
i ons.

Cal grunted- Endril said nothing. The boy got the torch
burning and held it high. The entire fl oor of the cavern was
no | onger red and yell ow but bl ack and squirm ng. The carpet
of whatever it was-what was it, anyway? Bith held her sleeve
up to her face. By the intermttent |ight she could nmake out
the black goo. It was a combination of tiny, tiny insects and
their residue. Mtes, of some sort, and the crud they gener-
ated. A colony of parasites living in the intestines of the
worm Bith shuddered and scrubbed sonme nore.

Endril said, "W're safe for the nmonent."

Bith snapped, "I can't believe we survived an attack by a
giant wormonly to be trapped in the coner by bugs."

"W haven't had the best luck, or judgenent," Endril ad-
mtted.

Bith continued, "And we're no closer to this damed w z-
ard. He could have gone anywhere! Wy didn't you tell us
about these caves, Hathor?"

The troll shrugged. "Di d. Backbreaker and 1 expl ore.
Found bats and nothing else.”

"What about this wornP"

Anot her shrug. "Wirns nove fast. Go niles in a day
136
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| ooking for food. Saw hole but didn't see worm He cane
back. Sorry."

The giri sighed. "Oh, I"'msorry, Thor. It's not your fault.
W were just surprised, is all. Qogh. | hate bugs!"

"Hey, what happened to Backbreaker anyway?" Cat asked.
"He di sappears nore often than Endrif here.™

Bith pointed. "He was up there—behind ne. He tried to
pul I ne back when the worm | unged. No, wait a nonent.
He pushed ne."

"Pushed you?"

The magi ¢ user thought hard. "I think so. | think ... he
tried to push ne clear of the worm s maw. "

"O into it?" Cal asked.
"Now why woul d you say that?"

The boy shrugged and waggl ed his sword. "I don't know,



but | haven't trusted himsince the day he signed on with us.
He's been pretty chumry with Hathor here, though.”

Hat hor shrugged again. "He just follow nme. Not tal k nuch.
I not Iike himeither."

Bith conbed her crusted hair with her fingers. "Well, never
mnd. He'll turn up again. Like a bad penny."

"Are these insects conming at us?" That was Endril.
"And how," said Cal. "Let's try this bole. Thor?"

The troll twi sted anong themeasily-Bith recalled he could
see in the dai k—and stuck his head down the hole. "Hunh
CGoes to bottom of ravine, nust be- Snmell fresh air, big fog
wal | - Water, too."

"C ean water?"
"Yep, spill frominside nmountain. | go?"
"o "

The troll hopped into the round passage. He set both hands

and feet against the circunference and scuttled away |like a
spider. The other three waited in the circle of firelight. It was
qui et. The puddl es of bugs gave off a slight hissing-crunching
sound, like surf on a gravel beach

After a while Hathor's voice carried up fromthe hol e,
soundi ng hol I ow and di stant. "Hay! Come here. Found sone-
thing. "'

Cal called down, "Waaaattt?"

A pause. "You see. Sonething good.
"Cood? "Bith asked.
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Cal shrugged. "Better there than here." He snuffed out

the torch, tightened his gear, and entered the tunnel. Bith
clinmbed up behind him Her |eather-soled boots slipped on
tile snooth floor. Endril cane |ast.

Cal was muttering ahead. "The slope gets steeper.”

"What ?" Bith asked.

"I said, the sl ope—whoa! WHOOOOOAAAAI "

“Cal!"

Cal was gone. The giri and the elf froze. They heard only

a faint banging and scraping and a stream of receding pro-
fanity. Bith inched forward and saw where the tunnel did dip,

snoot hly but al nost strai ght down before headi ng up agai n.
The sheen of |ight was brighter now, strong enough for her



to see her hands. She called, "Cal! Cal! Are you all right?"
Si |l ence

"Ca- " ,

"I'"mfine. The voice cane fromfar away. "Conme on
ahead, but do U on your—unp.'

"My what ?"
"Slide. You'll be fine."

Bith | ooked back at Endril. The elf waved an el egant hand.
Bith signed and sat down carefully. She drew on her gl oves
and tucked her hood over her head. Then she scooted forward
an inch, then another, then—she was sliding!

Li ke Cal, she let out a Whoo! as she slid and banged and
swooped around corners. The ride was rough and scary, but
exhilirating too. Down and down she went, faster and faster
sliding on her tunic and cl oak with occasional braking wth
her hands. She wondered if she'd fetch up agai nst sonme wall,
but recalled that Cal had survived.

Then suddenly she rounded a corner and the |ight blinded
her. The tunnel ended and she flew into space with a bl eat.
But strong arms caught her and set her down gently on a
rocky sl ope.

Peeri ng between her hands, Bith took a step and staggered.
The strong hands—they were Cal's—tugged her aside. She

got her vision back just in time to see Endril shoot fromthe
hol e above her and crash onto ne shal e sl ope.

Bith turned to Cal. "Wy didn't you catch /urn?"

Cal grinned at her. His teeth were white in a face bl ack
with slime and dust. "What fimwuld that be?"

RUNESWORD VOLUME ONE
138

The el f sat up rubbing his el bow and the back of his head.
He got his eyesight back and | ocated his conpanions.

The crowd | ooked around. They were indeed where Hat hor

had said: at the bottom of the chasm behind the castle. Rock
wal ls | ooned on two sides. The Mstwall roiled above one

side in its queer U shape. Above the other, the tower bal cony
projected at a dizzying height. If they walked to the left far
enough they would enter the valley. To the right, the canyon
narrowed as it wound into the hills. The floor of the chasm
was fallen rock, sone sparse grasses and scrubby trees. It

was also littered with the stuff Bith had pitched off the bal -
cony in days past.

The giri put one hand on the wall and | ooked up- "W
cane all the way fromup rfiere?"



Cal grunted. "Yep. W have to go back up, too.
"Why do you say that?"

"Cone here. Look what Thor found."

Hat hor was hunched over farther down the sl ope. He squat -
ted awkwardly, like a crippled duck, and took small steps

sideways. Bith put her feet carefully lest she fell

Bith called, "Hathor! Hey, Hathor' What's the big idea of
letting us tunble down the slope?”

The troll turned curiously. Cat |laughed. "He didn't slide.
He wal ked. But a hunman can't do it the way he did.'

Bith sighed anew. "I keep forgetting how di sparate we al
are."

"Di spar at e?"

"Different. W've nothing in comon, really."
"Except that we're all nmad as hares in spring."”
Bith |l aughed. "There is that."

Hat hor stood up when they arrived. He grinned his wolf's
grin- "Fun?"

Bith rubbed her backside. "Fun. Ch, yes. | can't wait to
do it again."”

Cal said, "Look what we found."

Hat hor handed her a slimbar of silver. The girl accepted
it and weighed it in her hand. It was about eighteen inches
long and slimas her finger. It was round on the ends and
entirely snooth. Somnething about its heft tickled her mem
ory. She bobbed it in the air a fewtinmes. It felt sonehow
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aliw, as if it were fluid and not solid. Mre quicksilver than
silver, she thought.

"I't's a wand. "

Cal nodded. "That's what we thought. And | ook here."
He held up a small netal bracket.

"A belt buckle?"
"Unh, unh. Tbo small. 1'd say it's a shoe buckle."

Endril came cl ose and | ooked w thout touching. He stroked
hi s poi nted chin.

Hat hor had resuned his scavengi ng. He suddenly grunted



and stooped and cane up with sone white nuggets. He

poured theminto Bith's other hand. She peered. "They're—
teeth.”

Endril rnurnured, "Human."

The giri chirped. "Ah! | was right! The old fool felt off
t he bal cony drunk and scavengers ate him"

Cal shook his head. "Try again."
Bith just |ooked confused.

€ Cal asked her gently, "What happened to you in me tun-
< nel s?"

"\What happened to ne? | got covered in nmuck."
y "Before that."

"I got—swall owed by a worm"
" And?"

"Why arc you asking ne all these questions? You and En-
dril cut nme [oose. Me and Hathor."

"Ri ght. Now suppose you were a w zard being cl ever and
poki ng around in a bunch of caves. And you got snatched
up, swallowed by a giant worm And you pass out from |l ack
of air, like Hathor did. Then what happens to you?"

Bith stared at the small white teeth in her palm Then she
recoi l ed and dropped them They rattled on the shale. ' 'Yuck
Ugh! Yew! That's disgusting!"

Cal nodded. "Sure is."

Endril picked up a tooth and | ooked close at it. "So the
magi ci an was swal | oned and di gested, and all that survived
were his teeth.”

"And the netal. It all passed out the worm s back end and
rattl ed out that bole. Down to here."

Bith was rubbing the pal mof her hand against her filthy
pants. She had not, however, dropped the silver wand. Endri
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tossed the tooth over his shoulder. "So rmuch for finding our
magi ci an. "

"I'n one piece, anyway. We're stuck with the probl em of
taki ng the sword by ourselves."

Endril said gently, "W are to destroy the sword, Cal."
"Wl l, mybe."

Bith | ooked up at the Mstwall, over at the castle bal cony,



and both ways down the ravine. She asked bl eakly, "Wy
don't we just wal k down this canyon and keep goi ng?"

Endril stroked his chin. Cal stirred the fallen teeth with the
toe of his boot. Hathor wal ked back to their party with an-
other scrap of netal. It was a crunpl ed badge cut in the shape
of a crescent noon, made for sewing on clothing. Cal offered
to hold it, since it was silver

Hat hor scratched his neck. "Wash?" he asked.

Bith shook her head. "Ch, yes, the water. Lead us to it!
Pl ease. "

The water was farther down the canyon. It was no nore

than a trickle that spilled fromthe rocks and enptied onto
the shale. Atwin line of tough green chased it across the
rocks. The people took turns scooping water in their hands.
They nopped their faces and necks and scraped the gunk off
their clothing. They drank their fill and felt nuch better
Eventual ly they sat down in a circle of rocks and propped
their backs as confortably as possible. Even with the M st-
wal | |1 oom ng over themthe sun was warm and pl easant. Ca
produced jerked neat froma pouch. Hathor shared his ubiqg-
ui tous roots. The four nunched and chewed and tal ked over
their dilenmma

"Well." said the soldier philosophically, "at |east we
| earned where the wizard went. He cane to a bad end."

"Quch," said Bith.

"Yep, he's been passed to a better place."

"Stop it."

"Yessir, he should have had a nore noble outcone ..."
"Cal!'"

The boy ripped jerky with his teeth. Hs fingernails were
as black as Hathor's. "Does this mean | can pluck the sword
up and run with it?"

"No, it doesn't nean that."

"How about if | promise to ruafast”™ Very, very fast."
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"Can you run faster than the roof can collapse?"

"Sure."

"It is not just the castle that concerns us," Endril said.
"We must think of the Mstwall. | amsure if we touch the
sword it will envelop the castle, maybe the whole valley. W
cannot allow that. W need time for both ourselves and the

defenders to get clear. No one goes into the Mstwall and
returns, as so |'ve heard." He stopped and the three nales



| ooked at Bith- "Well, al nbst no one."

Cal countered, "What about those ores and other beasties?

If they come out of the Mstwall they nust be able to go back
intoit. | say it's grandnothers' tales to frighten children. It's
just a bank of fog you can walk in and out of. It just stinks,

is all. Right, Bith?" »

"No. The snell of evil gets into your head and poi sons
you. You'd becone one of them before you saw dayl i ght
again."

"Not ne."

Endril said, "Let us hope we not test it. The student m ght
not survive the | esson.”

Hat hor said, "Bith should grab sword, jump off bal cony.
Fly down here."

"1 can't fly."
n O,]. "

D "Suppose we tie a rope to it, then throw the rope off the
bal cony," Cal offered. "Then we cone down here and jerk
the rope."

Bith shook her head. Her grimy hair flopped around her

face. "You don't understand. It's balanced there as if on its
point. One touch will undo the spell. | think. O, as | said

' before, you may not even be able to nove it, as if it were
fixed in stone. There may not be a solution to this prob-

lem ... | don't know. W're just going round in circles.™

"Circling or no," Endril said, "we must see that sword

\ does not fall into the hands of the Dark Lord. Woever or
what ever he is, having even a minor god like Vili under his

t humb woul d gi ve hi m power too awful to consider."

Cal rose and stretched his legs. "I'd be willing to just grab
it and run. Gve nme a clear shot down those stairs and stay
out of ny way. We'll see what collapses first.'
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Bith snapped, "How nany tinmes do we have to say it! You
can't—

Hat hor interrupted them both, "Were sun go?"

"Eh?" The party | ooked up

"The Mstwall," Endril whispered. "It's noving."

It was. Whereas before they could | ook and see cl ear sky

above the face of the fog, now they are | ooking at the bottom
of it. The greeni sh snokey cloud had drifted across the can-



yon. Even as they watched, the bal cony grew di mrer, harder
to see through the mst.

"How can that be?" Cal asked.

The elf stared up at the castle, his long face sonber as an
eagle's. "Perhaps it's time. The Dark Lord's forces are in
pl ace. Perhaps one big push of magic is enough to engulf the
castle. O perhaps soneone's noved the sword."

"Moved the sword? No, | want the sword!"

Bith retorted, "Cal, we've told you! You can't have it!
You' re obsessed with the thing."

The sol di er shook his head. "No. I'mnot! | just want a
chance to hold it once before we destroy it."

"Hist! Listen!" said the elf. He had his head cocked |i ke
a dog.

Hat hor grunted, but the two humans coul d hear not hi ng.
"Now what ?"

"Storm" said Hathor.

"Not a storm™ Endril corrected- "Shouting. War cries.
The Dark Arny is attacking."''

"We've got to get up to the tower!" Bith said.
Cal hitched up his belt. "VWich way?"

Bith | ooked around. "Not up that tunnel. Hathor is the
only one can scale that."

The troll hefted his axe. "Know another way. Backbreaker
and nme find it."

Bith asked, "What do you suppose that giant's up to, any-
way ?"

Cal snorted. "Wio cares? Let's go."

Hat hor |l ed the way, though he went in the direction op-
posite they woul d have guessed. He I ed them up the canyon
away fromthe castle, past the spring. Fromthere he nounted
a tunble of stone and crawl ed onto a | edge. He reached down
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a mghty armand pulled the others after him Two nore lifts
brought themto a cave

"It's good we have you, Thor," Bith panted. "W coul dn't
climb (his ourselves."

Hat hor grinned. "Easy. Cone. Qick way back."

The way was easy enough, if long. They negotiated an ok)



riverbed, then a series of sw tchbacks. They went under -
ground half the tine, through caves or along | edges the resl-
Cccasionally they wal ked the bottom of a sharp cleft that had
BO rocks to inpede them Hathor explained this was part of

t he back way the defenders had nmentioned as their evacuation
route, which they kept clear of debris. "Met scouts in here
when wal ked t hese past days."

They met soneone now. Hat hor hushed them and pul |l ed

them back into a niche. This spot was a wide track with rock
wal | s that al nost net overhead. Cal snuffed out the torch in
dK sand underfoot. The party froze and |istened. Soon they

all heard it, a reassuring sound: a chattering |like a flock of
magpi es. Children calling to their friends, entreating their
parents to be carried, singing and | aughing. Hathor stepped
out and raised a hony hand.

The fam lies of Cairngormwere well equipped to travel

Each man, woman, and child bore a pack and cl oak and

carried sonething in their hand. Several |ed donkeys piled

wi th sacks of food and firewdod and tents and geese tied by
the feet. At the sight of the party the children squeal ed and
ran to their nothers. The warrior nen and wonen hefted

their axes and swords, then let themdrop. "Friend Hat hor
Bith, Cal, Endril! Advance,"” called a tall man in front. He
was, as with all the rest, blond and bl ue-eyed and shaggy-
maned,

"What transpires on the wall?" Endril asked.

"The enemnmy rises in a wave to sweep over Cairngorm Not

all the arrows in the world could hold them back. It |ooks

like a black carpet thrown against us. W could see it com ng
all norning. They left their normal canp activities after
breakfast and drifted to the tents. Someone tall gave a speech
fora long tinme. Then they turned and swept upon us not three
hours ago. Barin didn't even try to hold the first wall. W

shot our lot and fell back. W are the first wave to | eave, with
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the children and nothers and el ders. The rest hang back to
make sure none are left and see we are not overtaken."

"The castle still stands?" the elf asked.

"Aye, for now, but not nuch longer. 'Tis a sad day," he
told them his voice grown hoarse, "By nightfall Cairngorm
will be gone fromthe face of the earth. But not from our
m nds or hearts. Eh, good peopl e?"

The crowd raised their weapons and their voices in a lusty
cheer that rang against the walls. But the silence that foll owed
was just as | oud.

"Go then, good people, and may the spirits guide you on
your way," Endril told them "Yours is not the first village
to fall under the Mstwall's deadly enbrace, nor shall it be



the last. But like all bad stornms, it will blow away eventual |y
and | eave the earth fresh and clean."

The yel | ow haired peopl e nodded, but their faces were so-
ber. Wthout nany nore words they passed by the party and
down t he slope towards the unknown.

The party of four were quiet when again they stood al one.
Cal asked Endril, "Do you believe that stuff about the M st-
wal | being rolled back sone day?"

Endril replied, "All things cone to an end. Alt. But a | and
may |lie dead at the bottomof the sea for a mllennium before
it feels the sun again, and a |l ot of beings cone and go in
dar kness during that tinme."

"That's very encouraging, Endril,"” Cal told himbitterly.
"You're as uplifting as a lark."

"Live some." the elf replied, "before you judge."

On that sour note the party trudged uphill towards their
goal .

"Stop here." Hathor said after they had gone anot her few
hundr ed yards.

Cal asked, "Why?" The way before them was anot her
stretch of cave, open and cl ear

"Secret." The troll pointed to a dark space way above
head hei ght. He crouched down with his hands agai nst the
wal | and noti oned someone to get on his back. "Cinb."

Endril did as the troll suggested. Hathor straightened his
powerful legs and the elf snagged the | edge. He swung up
light as a squirrel into the space.
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"It opens up," they heard himsay, "into another pas-
sage."

Hat hor grinned and squatted again. "Shortcut to castle.
Backbr eaker and nme find."

Cal helped Bith onto Hathor's back. He said, "The castle
defenders don't knowit's here?"

"Nope. No one go in for years.**

When Cal was on the | edge he reached down and of f ered

his hand to pull Hathor up. He wi shed he'd offered his |eft
hand i nstead of his right because his shoul der creaked in its

socket. The troll was heavy.

The four brushed asi de anci ent cobwebs and peered down
die tunnel. Cal said, "It's black. Looks hand-hewn."

"CGoes under wall."



"What wal | ?"

"Castle wall, big one." The troll sketched a circle around
hi s wai st.

"The outer bailey wall? That surrounds everythingf"

"Yup, Ad tunnel to valley floor. River bed, 1 think. But
bi g stones on other side. W couldn't nove."

"But how-
"Side tunnel goes to castle. Cone."

"He's right, Cal," Bith interrupted. "Enough talk. Let's
go."

"But | can't believe the people who live here don't—=
"Conme on!"

Hat hor had taken the | ead again, w thout benefit of torch

Cal strove to light his as they shuffled along in the intense

bl ackness. He dropped his flint and couldn't find it, then gave
up as the rest of the party left himbehind. Bith gasped as she
stunmbl ed. Endril and Hathor, in the [ead, had no trouble

seeing. Cal brought up the rear, as usual. This was his pre-
ferred position, one a soldier takes pride in holding, but today
he coul d have done without it. It was tiring being a second-
class citizen in the dark behind trolls and elves. He stunbled
often over fallen rock

Suddenly the boy plowed into Bith's back as she banged
into Hathor. Endril had sonmehow gotten out of the way. Cal
sputtered but the troll shushed him "Listen!"

Cal listened. "I don't hear any—

" Rawwwwwwwwwr rrrrrr 11" The shout all but knocked
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Cal and Bith over. The sound was deafening in the close cave,
goose-pinply in its unhuman basso.

It was Hat hor who had shouted. A battle cry. He was

chargi ng down the tunnel and sw nging his axe at some flick-
ering light ahead. He added a very human, "Follow" Endril

Cal, and Bith followed, with their ears ringing and their bl ood
poundi ng, towards what they knew not.

Hat hor screamed around a coner into a nael stromof hairy
faces and jagged weapons and flickering torches. Cal and
Bith had only a second to register the scene.

In a three-way juncture of tunnel stood a knot of ores, evil
humans, and piglets. The humans al one carried birch torches.



Fresh-sharpened steel shone on the edges of war spears, bat-

ti eaxes, mattoxes, and short swords. Al else was bl ack or

hair or dirty grease, nme snell of which filled their nostrils.
Past the first knot—there had to be twelve enenmies within

arms reach—a long dimline of nore evil soldiers trailed off
into the dark of the leftnost tunnel. Every evil face was turned
towards themin astoni shnent.

Standing tall am d the group, stooped by the |ow ceiling,
was Mount ai n Back Breaker.

Cal grabbed Bith's shoulder to pull her behind him Endri
dove to the right to avoid the troll's backsw ng

"Elf! EIf!" shouted a chorus.

Hat hor howl ed agai n and swung his felling axe high. The
troll's how was echoed by a dozen throats. The axe flew in
a murderous arc and plowed into the first three eneny sol -
diers.

Bl ood sprayed in the air, scattering the firelight in all di-
rections.

CHAPTER
10

There were three enenies down on the dusty floor of the

cave. The troll's broad axe had severed one man's arm he

lay on the floor scream ng as bl ood gouted froma stunp. An
ore had fallen back showi ng lungs through split ribs. A piglet
was dead from a snmashed head. The ot hers—eres, nen, and

al | —pressed backwards momentarily fromthe horror of the
attack.

Hat hor kept them staggered. He was spattered with others

bl ood. His |l ace was a fanged and screani ng nouth. And his
axe swung back and forth as if he were cutting wheat. M n-
ions of the Dark Army clawed and fell over each other to get
out of the way.

Cal stood frozen as he tried desperately to guess what was
goi ng on. That a whole troop of dark soldiers could be here,
sneaking to the castle through these tunnels, when only Back-
breaker and Hathor had known the tunnels were here, had to
nmean t hat —

"Backbreaker's betrayed us! The bastard\" Cal's voice

shook with rage. "He's opened the tunnel for them 1'Il fix
/urn!'" He changed his grip on his swrd to wade into the
attack. Behind Bith began to chant.
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*No," interjected Endril, his voice inhumanly calm He



caught the boy's leather sleeve in a strong grip and dragged
hi m si deways.

CaTs boots skidded. He jerked a vicious el bow "Wat are
you doi ngf"

The elf didn't answer. He shoved the boy up the tunne

towards the castle, then grabbed Bith with the other hand and
nmoved her. The pal ns of her hands were | um nous and snok-

i ng. She shook his hand off and continued her spell.

"Hat hor's bought us tinme," Endril explained. "We're in
t he proper tunnel now. Thor! Join us!"

"EIf!" a voice screeched. "Kill elf!"

During this short interval Hathor had felled another five
soldiers. Hs swings were wild and uncontrolled as he threw
all his strength into them Now he stopped suddenly and
backed up, turned and crashed into Bith.

The giri staggered and recovered, then ducked past ne trol
back towards the eneny. "Stand clear!"

Bith sl apped her hands on the bodies of two dead ores. Her
fingers had to be flat or she'd blow her fingernails off. Raw
energy churned from her heart, rushed down her arms like a
boiling cataract, then left her palnms in a blinding flash

Wth a whoosh! twin jets of flane gushed from her pal ns.

The tiny intersection lit up. Fire crackled and spat as hair,
| eat her, wood, and skin ignited. The flane was blinding, the
stink appalling. Cal controlled the urge to retch. Endri
barked, "Run!" and they ran

Wth Hathor in the |lead and Endril behind, the party gath-
ered speed and pelted along in the dark. The two humans
never were sure who was where. Al they knew was that it
was very dark. They held a hand in front of their faces for
protection. The how s and screans were |eft behind.

Hat hor cal |l ed back, "Good spell.™

"I just wish | could snoot fireballs froma distance!" the
girt gasped.

On they ran. The humans mi ssed their footing often but
thankfully never fell. As their breath began to bumin their
| ungs Hat hor warned, "Slow Wall here!"

He trotted and stopped. Cal rearranged his baldric. Bith

panted and | eaned on the wall. Endril pressed past themto
hel p Hat hor.
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"What is it? A door?"

"Wod wall. Break through."



There came a grunt and then a crash! of splintered wood.
Hat hor ki cked again with his bare feet. He ducked through
the hole. A strong vinegary smell surrounded them Ca
groped with his hands and thunped up agai nst somet hi ng
solid and round. Bith and Endril foll owed.

The elf turned i mediately. "Bith, can you do your fire
spel | agai n?"

"Hunh? What? | guess so, yes. Wiere arc we?"

Wod clattered. Endril found Bith's hand and set it gently
on a pile of kindling. "Fire this." The giri funbled out an-
other firefly (her last, she reckoned) and gasped the ignite
spell. The fire crackled into life.

They were in yet another part of the cellar beneath the
castle. The wine cellar. Huge barrels and hogsheads taller
than a man lay on their side, some tapped w th bungs, sone
obviously enpty. A stairwell was at the far end of the cham
ber. The wall they had broached fromthe other side was
made of white-washed planks laid sideways. It nade up a
wal | —a fal se wal | —behind two barrels.

Endril reached out and shoved at a barrel- It didn't nove.
He shoved another and it rocked. "Enpty, Cal, grab hold
and we'll roll it in front of the hole.

Hat hor had run to the stairwell, presumably to scout. The

el f and boy got the barrel off its stand and westled it in front
of the hole to the tunnels.

Bith frowned at the small ness of the blaze. She rubbed her
pal ms, which were painfully red. "I"'msorry, that's all | can
do right now "

Endril fanned at the small blaze with his hat. "It wll suf-
fice. Wuld we had sonme brandy."

Cal the soldier had done some scouting of his own. "Maybe
we do. This can't hurt, anyway." He held up a small gl ass
bottle froma si deboard.

Endril pointed at the tiny blaze. Cal whipped the bottle

agai nst the stone ceiling. It shattered and rained liquid onto
the barrel. Flame | eaped and licked up its side. Cal threw
three nore bottles—It's a shane to waste this!"—and got die
bl aze roaring. Snoke filled the | ow room and nmade them

cough. The three shuffled to the stairs and ascended. After
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t hey bad passed the thick door Endril slamred it shut, but
there was no | ock to engage.

They were in a short, sunken corridor that slanted up
to the rest of the cellar roonms. They could see light at the
top. Voices sounded. Then down the corridor stepped three



Cai ngorners bristling with weaponry.

The cl osest man swiveled his shield in their direction and
took a firmer grip on his short sword. "Were the devil did
you cone fronP"

Endril nodded. "Yon wine cellar. There's a passage be-
yond the back wall full of your eneny."

"There be no passage through that cellar. W'd know of

it." The three, two nen and a wonan, shuffled their feet to
get el bow room and a better |ook at their opponents. They

were black with nuck and grey with cobwebs. Hathor, wth

bl ood across his face and chest, was a particularly unsettling
figure.

"You don't or you'd have blocked it," Endril corrected-
"My troll discovered it just these past days- And now a horde
of ores are in it and com ng rast."

"I don't think so. | think we better take you to Barin—=
Hat hor cocked an ear. "They here."

Wth a smash! the wine cellar door burst open. Ores how ed
and screanmed and gi bbered as they fl ooded out the door

The adventurers were gone. They bolted past the natives,
who fell in close behind.

In the cataconbs under the castle stood the rest of Caim
gormis arnmy. The blond nen and wonen warri ors—fAore than

two hundred of them-had gat hered together, said goodbye

to their honmes and fields, and marched in orderly retreat into
the cellar. The dark had finally come. Sone had cried, sone
had sworn, sone were silent. Many had grumbl ed over a

m ssed fight.

Now as the scream ng ores came into sight a how of equa
rage and intensity welled up fromthe natives. Wapons shot
into the air. The orcan invaders and the human defenders had
gl ared at each other across two stone walls and a stretch of
no man's land for a long tine, and all were eager, glad even
with a fierce joy, to close and hack and maimand kill. The
noi se threatened to shatter eardruns as the battle was on

Vili's adventurers were caught square in the m ddle.
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Cal shouted, "Formup! Mke a wedge! Formup!"

He yelled for effect and planted hinmself in the |eftnost
position. Hathor fell in beside him Endril flanked on the
right, further away fromthe troll in the center, for Hathor

was right-handed and swung his axe fromthat side. The elf

had a wall at his right as a giant stone shield. Bith was behind
them Their practice on the plains paid off now This

"wedge," as they called it, was a tight unit that could wth-
stand attack on three sides, with a nagician for backup



The formati on centered around the axeman. A strong fighter
with an axe was a terrible thing in battle, for he could knock
down enem es |ike wheat. An axeman coul d smash t hrough

any defense, go where he wanted, and stop anything: it was
sergeants with axes that surrounded a king on the field. Yet
an axeman needed swordsnen to watch and protect himfrom

a sudden thrust, for he needed both hands on his weapon and
he carried no shield. H s swordsnen were in mmsafe as |ong
as they stayed close (but not too close). Wth a magici an
behi nd themto weave spells and confuse the eneny, the for-
mati on was al nost invincible.

The party's arrival tined with me first charge by the Caim
gormers, and they matched up on the end of a battle line that
snaked through the twisted cellar. They held the eneny at
bay. Maddened ores saw too late the giant troll and his axe,
and their hows turned to cries of anguish just before Hathor
smashed through their shields and shoul ders and heads. Any-
one reaching in with a blade to pink the troll received a thrust
in the throat or eye fromEndril's waspish sting, or a good
honest shot from Cal Talienson's poor but burnished bl ade.

It was not |ong before Hathor had a knee-high pile of bodies
before him

The shouting and the clash of arnmor was frightening, and

the stone roons were hot. Sweat ran in their eyes. Ca
shouted, "Look there! I'd like to stab that son of a bitch!"
Past pillars and stone walls they could see Backbreaker. The
gi ant used no weapons but his fists, which he flailed high in
the air and brought down on human defenders like twin

sl edgehammer s.

"I"d like to do sonething®" Bith shouted from her cranped
position behind the soldier.
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"Conjure sonme water!" Hathor panted. He feinted a sw pe
at a knot of glaring ores.

"No time." That was Endril, calmas ever. The el f hopped
forward and spitted a man through the heart. Cat wondered

if, since a pitched battle couldn't excite him anything could.
"W needs get upstairs and quickly. After—=

"The sword, we know!" Cal interrupted. "How do we get
t here?"

"We know the castle. These ores do not." Endril said. It
seened strange to be di scussing ores when the very sane
were jabbing at themfromfive feet away, but such was war.
He pointed his dripping sword to a passageway thirty feet
down the wall. "That portal takes us up a back stair to the
main hall. Let us go thither."

Cal grunted. They couldn't just back out and | eave a hole
in the ranks, but the battle seened to be shifting away from



them It was hard to tell in the dazkened cellars. Hathor's pile
of bodies was alnost a hill the enemy had to clinb. And the

Cai ngorners wanted to be away down a fax passage anyway.

The boy hitched up his belt and nmade sure of his footing on

t he bl ood-slippery stone. "Right! We can di sengage! Let's-—

Hat hor interrupted, "Conpany!"

A pack of four savage nen, blond and bl ue-eyed servants

of the Dark Lord, had just arrived in the cellars ready for
war. Their eyes lighted at the sight of three nales and one
worman. Wth a hoarse shout they raised shining weapons
high. In a steady |line, and w thout dropping their defense,
they slid over me pile of bodies. They had swords or short
bil | - hooks and square shields bound with iron. They wore
copper -studded arnmor and iron hel mets. Larger and stronger
than nost men, they had obviously practiced as a unit them
sel ves. They | aughed horribly and taunted their victins as
t hey cl osed.

They got a surprise

"Only four?" Cal jibed, and he added a string of epithets

to insult their manhood that made Bith blush. It was cal cu-
|ated to make the men mad, and it worked. The end man

roared and left the line to strike the boy down from superi or
hei ght .

Cal expected that and countered. Instead of drawi ng his
shield close to absorb the blow, he flung it w de and high
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The brute bal ked nonmentarily as the edge of the shield
clipped the underside of his arm "Hat" Cal barked. Too

| ate the barbarian whipped his own shield around to hit Ca
in me face. The boy had nade one expert stab at the bottom
of the | eather armor. The nman was pierced through the gut

wi thout realizing it. Cat only had to fend himoff until his
strength departed and he died.

Endril had his nmetal glove and his slim bal anced bl ade.

He crouched | ow, dangerous as a mountain cat. Hi s end man

advanced warily. It |ooked too easy. It was. As he roared for

a traditional attack he learned how difficult it is to kill an elf.

Endril's attack cane not in the center, but to the outside.
Where this man expected a blow on his shield, Endril side-
stepped and sl ashed the man on the outside of his weapon

arm The black blade cut like a fish knife, and it opened red
flesh to show white bone along half his forearm Another
flicker, and the underside of the armwas cut clean through
The man's armwas effectively sawn through except for the
bone. Bl ood began to blossomas if froma split w neskin.
Aghast, the man back-stepped and tw sted his bead to | ook. En-



dril ended his life with a surgical stab just bel ow the ear

The two nmen in the mddle concentrated on the axenman

before them for they had done this before. Wiile the first
baited the troll, trying to elicit a rash stroke, the other cocked
his sword armbehind him me trap hidden by his shield. If

the first barbarian could get the axeman to overreach or stum
ble forward—for nothing threw a nan of f-bal ance nore than

to slash with an axe and strike nothi ng—hi s conpani on woul d
take both arnms off with one hard bl ow. But Hathor coul d not

be baited. As the man before hi mducked in and weaved

back, Hathor started to swing but held it. Yet each tine the
man stepped in he threatened to stab Hathor. Three tines this
happened, in and out, the man actually laughing at his prow
ess, while his conpani on waited. Once Hat hor stunbled and

the man got in a lick that pinked his shoul der, just mssing

me ear. Hathor | ooked for his conpani on swordsnen, but they
were still engaged. Even Bith was gone from his peripheral

vi sion. He ground his fangs and nuttered trollish oaths under
his breath. The second man ki cked out with a steel-toed boot

and clipped his knee. It didn't hurt, but it distracted. Another
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thrust by either would put Hathor off-balance or push him
back and he'd be done.

Then suddenly the first man nade to hop forward and coul d
not. He tried to get back and couldn't. Shielding hinself, he
gl anced at his feet to see what he was stuck in. There was
nothing. His feet weren't even touching the ground.

He yel ped some oath. Hi s conpani on | ooked confused.

The first man was taller, suspended in the air a foot. And
rising. He windmlled his |l egs and began to tilt backwards.
Flailing only nade himspin nore. Soon he was horizont al
facing the ceiling. He how ed. Hi s compani on, both hands
full, dithered around and finally decided to tow his friend
clear of the fight. He kept his shield up and snaked a sword
hand into his friend' s belt. In that noment Hathor struck

The troll threw back his axe and swung hard, know ng he'd
connect. The axe hummed and hit the men with a neaty

whack! The air-hone barbarian |ost his right |eg belowthe
knee. Knocked cl ear, he spun out across the roomin a diz-
zying circle, jetting blood. Hi s conpani on stayed where he
was, an axe head buried in his chest. Hathor stood at the end
of the hickory haft and watched the man's face turn fromred
to white. Then the fellow s eyes rolled up in his head and he
dropped in place. So deeply was the axe buried that Hathor
had to brace his foot on the body to wench it |oose. The
severed leg | ay between them

The troll turned to find Bith sunk on her haunches. Her
hands hung |inp beside her. Sweat |ined her brow.

"WAas that you?"



The girl gul ped and nodded. "I'm not supposed—to be
able to levitate—anything nore than I can—+ift. And | didn't
have to—touch him"

"You save ny life."
"Did 1?1 was—enly trying to help."

Cal straightened and shoved his man clear. He toppled onto
the stone floor with a crash. "Only jbur™" (he boy roared.
"Come on, the rest of you! Cone on!"

Endril's hand on his collar arrested him He towed Ca
away fromthe fight. "Let us go."

The fight had noved away into other parts of the cellar
Cai rngorm was meking an orderly retreat. Only dead natives
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eod dying marauders were |left behind. The party herded
t hensel ves out the door and up a set of stairs. Endril Ied.

On the second set of stairs they came up behind two ores
who j abbered to one another. They never heard the elf. He
| anced the two of them and pitched themlike bal es of hay
over me heads of the party to smash on the steps bel ow
"Al ways bl at hering when they should be fighting," the elf
comment ed.

These stairs brought themto the foyer before the main hall

la the hall itself a troop of sonething-or-others overturned

| abl es, smashed candl esticks, and set fire to tapestries. The
beasts were fat underground dwell ers, pasty and slug-like,

with bl oated races and sparse white hair. They shrilled when
(bey saw the adventurers pass the door. The first one around
die corner got his long nose sliced off by Cal. That one dis-
appeared to be replaced by another who al so stuck his nose

out and also got it sliced off- The soldier put his back to the
door and waited with a cocked aimfor the next.

"Come on, Cal!" Bith called down fromthe stairs.
"I'"ll bold the bridge!" ne boy called.
"No, you won't!" Endril barked.

Cal gave a soldier's reply, short and sweet. He added, "You
can't tell ne what to do!"

The other three had paused on the wide stairs. Endril said,
"You cone now or I'Il hoist you over ny shoul der!"



Bith called, "And we'll get the runesword and you won't!"

The boy groused. He checked the doorway agai n—he coul d

hear clucking inside—then bolted away and up the steps. It

was well he did, for in the next instant a dozen slugs charged
around the comer with sl ender spears. They ran so fast and

so clunsily they clanged the iron tips against the wall Ca

had vacated. They | ooked around stupidly and finally spotted
the party di sappearing up the stairwell. They squeal ed and
gave chase

In a short while the adventurers had knocked aside a few
nore | ooters and gained the wizard's tower. But at the top of
the narrow stairwel | they found the door closed and the key
m ssing fromthe brass |lock. Endril slammed agai nst the door
wi t hout budging it.

"Bith," Endril said, "can you dismantle this door?"
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The giri peered past himto see. "Um | guess so. | can
uhh, use a fire spell, or an enlarge. O maybe a—uhh—=

"Never m nd. Step you back. Thor, knock it down."
"I'*U m nd those—whatever they are,"” Cal called.
Bith said, "I'll go with you."

It didn't take long for Hathor to hack out the lock in the

ol d wooden door. Endril called Cal and Bith to him Threats
had kept the slugs at bay. The party stepped into the w zard's
chanmber. It seened to the humans like years since they had
been there last, but in fact it had been only early norning.
The room was darker now for the Mstwall blotted out the

sun. It was hard to say whether the fog seeped inside the

bal cony or not.

Hat hor and Cal dunped a sturdy table and set it before

the ruined door. They wedged junk into the stone floor to
hold it in place. They turned and found Bith and Endril | ook-
ing at the runesword. It hung in pristine beauty, suspended
like a diamond in md-air.

Cal joined them He stared at the perfect sword. "Wat now?"
"I don't know," Bith said.

Nor did any of them

A hammering sounded on the door along with a squealing

of slugs and deeper hum of sonmething big. The door and the
table bracing it creaked.

"Well," said Cal, "do sonething' ."

"That's very hel pful, Cal," Bith snapped. "Wat would
you have us do?"



The boy waved his hands. "We're supposed to destroy it,
right? So how do we do that?"

"l don't know. "

"Nor I|," put in Endril.

Cal swept an am around the room "Days and days of

readi ng all those books and you can't find a spell to ruin a
swor d?"

"I told you! There was no nention of the sword!"

Cal |eaned closer for a look- Bith said, "Don't touch it."
"Bith, to destroy it we have to touch it first, don't we?
Look, they forge swords in coal fires. Can't your fire spel
nelt it?"

"No. It wouldn't be hot enough."
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"All right, wouldn't it just break if we slamed it agai nst
the floor? |I've seen swords break from |l esser Mws, espe-
cially if they're cold."

"l doubt that would work."

"What if we throw if off the bal cony? Anythi ng woul d
break falling fromthat height onto rocks."

"Maybe . . "

Hat hor too had hunkered down for a | ook. "That not
wor k. "

"How do you know?"

"You can tell. Read steel. Tough," the troll shrugged. Then
he grunted. "What that there?"

"\Wher e?" Everyone peered cl ose.

"There. Look like Vili."

The four people put their heads together to squint at the
bl ade. Was it imagination, or was there a face deep in the

steel, as of soneone reflected ma foggy mrror, or seen
t hr ough snoky gl ass?

"It's Vili," agreed the elf. "He's saying sonething."
"What ?"
"I don't know. | can't make it out."

Cal said, "He probably wants us to sacrifice ourselves to
his glory."



The door junped in the frame.. Someone nust have brought
up a pole to use as a ram Another thunmp elicited a splinter-
i ng sound. The door would not sustain many nore bl ows.

"Well, what are we going to doV Cal asked again.

Bith fluttered her hands in the air. Endril stood | oose-
i nbed and stroked his chin. Hathor brought out a stone and
qui ckly stropped his axe bl ade.

The door shattered into a dozen pieces. The table got

knocked aside. The pole used to batter it down was chucked

i nside. A confusing junble showed bl ades and arnor, white

hai r and bl ack pug noses, shaggy heads and iron helnets. A
trio of chittering slugs were ejected into me room presum
ably to draw fire. Behind them cane a phal anx of tall ores
and humans, at |east five of each. careful and slow with weap-
ons forenost.

Hat hor stanpeded forward with his axe at port arms. En-
dril whipped out his slim black blade and took a stance to
his left. Cal raised his worn sword and shiel d.
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The ores and humans grunted as they surveyed the room

and the three defenders before them A barbarian pointed out
the shining sword to his partner. The slugs picked thensel ves
up and scurried to one side. The | argest ore, a black nonster
with notches in his ears and white scars etched on his face,
waved left and right for the line to fan out. A wide attack
was called for.

The dei enders could see the battle would be swift and short.
In the silence before the stormEndril said, "Bith, do what
you will."

"But | don't know what to do!" the giri wail ed.

The maul ers took a step forward. They gripped and re-
gri pped the haft of their weapons. The | eader grunted sone-
thing in orcish-

Cal said, "I know what to do."

Wt hout turning around he Cook three |ong steps backwards
onto the bal cony. He tossed his old sword asi de and caught
t he pommel of the runesword.

The suspended weapon cane away as easily as if a squire

had handed it to him As everyone in the room watched the

boy took a small practice swing, then a wi der one. The sword
was alive. Cal could feel it- In one second he cane to know
that sword nore intimately than he'd ever known anyone or
anything before. It was feather light in his hand, yet it had a
deadl y, quivering weight in the nose that would carry through
any obstacle. The bal ance was perfect, better than an enpty
hand. A man woul d never be betrayed and pul | ed of f - bal ance,



never tire fromswinging it. In a stark nonent of frozen tine
Cal knew everything there was to know about swordsman-

shi p, about fighting, about l|iving, about dying. Wen he
nmoved the shining blade, it humred ancient runes of power.
The songs sang in his head like lightning on a winter's day.
Wth this sword he was a master.

In slow notion Calais Talienson brought die blade around
to face his enenies. None had nmoved. Nothing in the room
had noved since he'd touched the sword.

Cal could see everything clearly, in the tiniest detail: the
curled legs on a flea on the wist of a red-haired man, traces
of worn engraving on the sword of the gnoll before him a

drop of sweat at the tip of an ore's nustache. He could see
every flaw in their arnor, every notch in every bl ade, every
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weakness and hesitation. He could hear the heai beats of his
foes and bis friends. He could feel the stone floor under his
boots shift in its bed.

Still no one noved.

As lightly as a butterfly preening its wing, Cal swept the
sword behind him The runes sang to him rang in his ears.
He could hear a choir of angels urge himon from distant
hilltops. And inside himrose a bubble, a wave, a flood, a
shout .

Cal roared, "VIW at the top of his lungs. Then he was
nmovi ng faster than the wind. He was upon the eneny.

The first assailant was a man with bl ond braids who wore
studded leather. He carried a gnariy spear set w th obsidian
behind the I ong steel blade. Before the nman could blink, Viii's
sword swi ped through the man's shoul der, his spear, and his
chest with no nore trouble than cutting a flower. The man
hadn't even fallen before Cal attacked the next. This was an
ore, grey-skinned and bl ack-haired, wiry but tall- Cal's re-
turni ng backswi ng caught him at the neck and took off his
head neatly- Before that blood could spurt Cal conpleted a

| oop and killed the next ore as he tried to flinch out of the
way.

A long spear came at himfromthe second rank. Cal

watched it cone. He tossed his. shield away because it ham
pered him Wth his bare hand, he pushed the man's wooden

spear aside, caught it and pulled. He thrust the runesword
straight into the belly of the owner, twisted the blade to free
it, and drew it back. The dying man's hand stabbed out to

punch himand Cal junped forward. He drove his shoul der

into the man and bow ed hi m backwards into his fell ows who
crowded the top of the stair. As they fell in a tangle Cal was
al ready spinning to the left, careful to always swi ng the sword
away from hinself, seeing everything, reveling in his power.

The red-haired man with the fleas tried to run, but Viii's
sword flicked across his back, splitting his wire-laced arnor



and severing his spine. The man folded in half. Hi s scream
sounded to Cal like a cowlowing in the fog. The master
swordsman conpl eted his spin and found three nmore enenies
staring at himw th w de eyes and open nouths. Cal |aughed
again. They too would go down |ike wheat before Viii's
scythe. The sword was thirsty, and gods |like a bl ood sacri -
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flee, the nore the better. Vili's handmai dens sang fromthe
clouds and filled the chanmber with nusic. The runes built in
his mnd, revealing all the answers mankind coul d ask and
many nore beside. Cal was nore than a man now. He was

like a god hinsel f.

To his friends he was a blur. At the first shuffle fromthe
ores Hathor had readied a blow, but in another second he'd

had to Junp back out of Cal's way |est he catch a taste of the
hunm ng bl ade. Endril had al so noved back. Bith put her

hands to her nouth and tried to stifle a scream It was fright-
ening to see Cal this way- The boy had taken three short steps
since neeting the eneny, and he'd killed three nen at every
step. He noved fester man a rabbit before a hound, fester

than a w ndstorm breaki ng branches in a forest, fester than

an eagl e pounci ng. The runesword whi pped through the air

i ke a humm ngbird. Blood geysered into the air, bringing a

snell |ike hot nmetal. The clash of arnms and arnor was hor-
rendous as nme sword bl ade cut through steel and copper and
i ron. Broken weapons ricocheted off the walls like hail. The

dyi ng screanmed or burbled or prayed and the living shrieked
and cursed. Cal danced and spun, cut and thrust, hacked his
way clear, junped into another group of living enem es and
turned theminto dyi ng nen.

Heari ng the noise of the battle, nore ores crowded from

the stairs into me room lusting after battle and bl ood. They
received only a quick death froma bl ade they barely saw.

Soon Cal the master swordsman could barely set his feet down
on me stone floor. Attackers were withing bodies on the

floor and the boy was standing on them vyet he didn't notice.
Nor did he notice as an ore jabbed a spear into his back above
di e ki dneys—the ore sinply died a second later. A slug

smashed a bl udgeon into Cal's kneecap to no effect. One huge
barbarian got in a sword thrust to Cat's groin, but the only
reply was a jab through the jawinto the brain. Still Cal killed
with the blade, tirel ess and unstoppabl e.

"Venus and Vulcan, they're killing him" Bith baw ed.

"He kill them" Hathor corrected. "All of them"

The three had retreated to the bal cony. Endril took his eyes
off the majestic Cal and | ooked around. "And us besi des.

Note you how the m st closes in."

"Yes," Bith said with a hand to her fece. "It stinks\"
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wi || overwhel mus soon. Myving the swid has indeed un-

| eashed it."



The air was seenmingly gone fromthe room In its place

was the greeni sh vapor of the Mstwall, a snell of lowtide
and swanp gas and things newy dead. It thickened nme air

so that even Cal, no nore than fifteen feet away, was hard to
see.

Bith suddenly felt a trickle of something on her head. She

| ooked up and got dust in her eyes. Wiat? . . . Then she
realized what it nmeant: if dust was filtering out from stone
that had sat in one place for many hundred years ... she

tried to say sonething but could only squeak as ..

The bal cony creaked om nously. It was only a nmild grind-

i ng, but the noise froze the three of them Then the handrai
at either side disappeared, separated fromthe building, gone
in the fog without a sound.

Bith junped into the roomto stand on the spot the rune-
sword had occupi ed. This brought her closer to the fighting,
t he scream ng, the splash of blood and crunch of bone and
flesh. A dead ore stared up at her with wide yell ow eyes. A
dyi ng man | eaked bl ood at her feet. She bit her knuckles.
The whol e mess had happened so fast, within seconds. The
ores had burst through the door, Cal had turned into a su-
perman with the runesword in his hand, and now the tower
threatened to col |l apse. Panic overwhel ned her. Bith covered
her eyes and prayed to be home with her nother

Hat hor bar ked out, "No!"

A gray mass cane through the door by stepping on and

over soldiers. He was too tall for me doorway and had to
duck. Then Backbreaker's pointed head reared above the
crowd. He was covered fromthe neck down wi th bl ood and

hi s hands dripped gore. He even had Mdod in his mouth

where he had bitten people. People, Bith thought, the brave
def enders of Cairngorm How could they ever have trusted
this nonster?

Backbreaker, if that was his true nane, gobbled orders in
some arcane | anguage. But nme ores and humans in the room
did not respond. In m ndl ess procession they had poured up
the stairs to attack whoever was in the room only to find,
three at a time, that a boy with a sword proved unkill abl e.
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Cal was still jumping, dancing, sw ping, cal mand cool and

al t oget her unhuman. He cut down men and skewered ores

and backsl ashed gnoils, all with a savage joy. Then he saw
Backbreaker and his eyes flashed. The giri and-the troll and
the elf saw his reaction cleariy. The old Cal was still inside
sonewhere. Wth a how their friend threw hinself at the
traitorous giant.

Backbr eaker had seen enough to know he must avoid the
sword. Quickly he seized a villain in each hand and threw



themlike dolls at Cal. The swordsman swi ped one in half

wi th the unbelievably sharp sword, but he was bow ed over

by the other. As Cal went down Backbreaker threw another
victimon top of him Then a half a dozen enemes closed in
wi th spears and knives. They were eager to kill this slashing
wonder, eager to carry a piece of himaway to show their

conr ades.

Hat hor howl ed and leapt at the pile of bodies. He sank his

axe blade in a man's back, but two nore took that one's place.
Endril protected the troll by cutting an ore's wist to the bone.
Then the elf dragged the giri forward.

"Come," he said in a cal mvoice that cut through the noise
"arms will not suffice. W need a spell."

Bith's |l egs quivered so badly she thought she'd fall. This
wasn't adventure: it was death, death, death everywhere! "A
sp-spel |l ? What spell? | ca/i'f!"

Endril continued to drag her towards the nel ee when al

she wanted was to run away. "Any. A good one." Then he

sl ashed another thing's shoulder-Bith couldn't even tell one
race fromanother in the withing, pitching pile of bodi es—
and ki cked the unfortunate aside. Backbreaker stood in the
doorway and pointed and cursed and gi bbered |i ke a denon.

The el f stooped, poking flesh randomly with his sword. He
trapped an arm agai nst the stone floor. It was Cal's free hand.
Bith wondered that he was still alive. The boy's hand withed
to claw and tear even as the rest of himwas buried. Above

Hat hor shouted again and again as he fought to free Cal from
the mess. Endril snatched Bith's hand and forced it onto Cal's.

Bith's mind rattled around inside her skull- A spell to help
Cal, to save all of then? Why her? Wiy couldn't it be sone-
one el se? Why hadn't she just gone hone? A howl from

Hat hor rocked her backwards and she al nost [ost the hand.
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Bl ood squirted from sonewhere and spl ashed on her breast
and her hair. They would all be awash in bl ood soon. They'd

spill theirs onto the stone floor of a w zard's crunbing castle
if she didn't do sonething.

But nAor ?

CHAPTER

11

Bith pressed her hands to the side of her head only to find
they were sneared with bl ood. She wacked her brain and
wept openly. Which spell? What could do any good?

Cal was buried alive. If only he could push themoff, if he
were stronger, |ike hul king Hat hor—

She had it.



Fumbling in her belt pouch with one hand, funbling with

the other to hold Cal's hand, she dug out an acom and pressed
it tight against his palm Cal's hand squeezed it.

' "Gow, thing, grow, fast not slow,
Fill thy vision onto the sky.

In slipping your bonds and goi ng beyond,
You rise. the largest of all the rest. "

Had Bith had tinme to consider, she may have sel ected an-

ot her spell. Confuse, or invisibility, perhaps even levitate.
But she forgot- She had never done an enlarge spell on a

human before, just dogs and cats and birds- And she had
forgotten that ever since she'd passed through the M stwall

into the free lands, her spells worked twice or ten tinmes better
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than they ever had. Or that Cal was already under a spell, a

di vine enchantment that made him strong and brave and vi -
tally aware. O that he was holding onto a sword that enbod-
i ed the powers of a god.

She remenbered all this and nore in a nmonent, though

For Cal's hand—all anyone coul d see—suddenly ball ooned to
the size of a troll's. Then to the size of an ogre's. Then a
giant's. Then .

The pile of bodies that had swanped Cal was rising. Endri
took Bith's hand and urged her back. Hathor retreated with
them They watched with open nouths.

Cal's enem es, who had thought to be in control, were con-
fused. They jabbered and | ooked around and banged their
heads on the rafters. Sone were too slow Living and dead
ali ke were caught ami dst rafter-junk and pressed agai nst the
ceiling. Eneny carcasses gave off a ghastly crunching sound.
A boot as big as a barrel suddenly popped out of the pile to
the right. Then a great hairy head tike a brown haystack ap-
peared at the other end. A colum of steel showed anong

bl ack and red shapes. It was wi der than a bench, |onger than
a coffin. It had runes carved on it.

The fl oor |eaned dangerously now. The whol e tower was

tilting towards the chasm Endril and Hathor and Bith | ooked
to their only escape. It was through the tiny doorway that was
bl ocked by a dozen ores, a screaning Backbreaker, and Cal's
expanding form Bith watched a gap between two flagstones

gape like a fish's nmouth. The bal cony crunpl ed and di sap-
peared behind them "W've got to get out of here!"

"There he so!" Hat hor shout ed.

Cal the giant energed fromunderneath his enem es. They
spilled off himlike | eaves. Men cursed. Ores whi npered.
Everyone fell back. Backbreaker barked at the horde to stay
put. but Cal was taller than Backbreaker just sitting up. The
young gi ant banged his head against the far wall, cracking it.



He put out a bleary hand and shoved it away. Daylight spilled
into the room Everyone, friend and eneny, shrieked and
bolted for the stairs as the tower shuddered.

"Come!" Endril called. He caught Bith's upper arm and
charged with his sword out straight- Hathor put both hands
on his axe handle and used it as a bar to shove peopl e aside.

The tip of Endril's sword caught the traitorous Backbreaker
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square in the open mouth. The nonster junped with surprise

at a Mow that should have killed him He snatched at the elf
but could not reach. Endril paused only | ong enough for

Hat hor to knock two nmen down the stairs, then he slung Bith
like a bag of clothes after the troll- The elf produced a | ong
white knife and slashed at the giant's ribs, but the bl ade

ski pped of f. Backbreaker reached again as Endril bounded

away and down the stair.

The last thing they heard fromthe roomwas a trio of
screans and a crunching noise. Then the stairs lurched as a
gobbling grow of stone sounded. Sunlight spilled down the
stairwel I .

Bith yelled, "What?—=

Endril had his back to her, for he faced up the stairs. "The
tower is gone."

"What? Ch, rw Where's Cal ?

Endril said nothing. He only urged them downwards-
" Hurry. The rest of the castle may follow "

"But where's CaH'
"He's dead\ Move!"

Bith trotted along with one hand on Hathor's shoulder. Wth
the other she wi ped away tears. "It's ny fault. My fault. "
Hat hor ki cked retreating ores headl ong down the steps.

They had practically a free path. Bith noticed for the first
time the troll was wounded in many spots. He had been

pi nked in the neck, chopped in his red hair, sliced on the
arm He linped froma |leg wound that ran blood all the way

to his broad bare feet. But he never conpl ai ned.

A roar behind nade her turn. Endril was a dozen steps

above her, skipping backwards light as a squirrel. He stil
had his slimblack sword in his right hand, his inpervious
glove on his left with the white knife. Backbreaker was after
himlike a personal denmon. He screaned and pi ped and

hoot ed and howl ed with the noi se of a thousand rmad dogs.

He sl ashed with his talons at Endril *s face and arns. but

al ways the elf noved ninbly out of the way. Al nost al ways.



H's sleeves were in tatters, and Bith guessed the fair skin
underneath was too. After what seened an age they al

reached the bottomof the stairs. Hathor slid in front of Bith
and raised his axe in the air. Backbreaker, not ten steps up

| ooked as large and as fierce as a crazed dragon
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"Co!" Endril called. "He's after Bith'"
Vo

"Go. now "

Hat hor shifted his axe, took Bith's fine and trenbling hand
in his own calloused hairy one. and pointed towards the sun-
light of a distant door. "W go that way."

"But the Dark Arny's out there!"
"In here too. Castle fall on us. Run!"

Enenmi es scanpered past and ignored them Bl ocks rained
fromthe roof of the castle and thudded on the floor. Hathor
hal f-carried the giri out to the dazzling light.

The space in front of the castle was clear and amazingly

quiet. Ruins of the village snol dered, having been burned to
the ground by the ores. Many dead dark shapes lay scattered
about, and a few fair ones. There were |ive dark shapes cl ose
by, too. A handful of gnolls and trolls stood well back from
the castle so as not to be hit by falling rubble. Down the

sl opes the bulk of the arny still clung to the valley floor Iike
a carpet. Endril, Bith, and Hathor cast about for an escape
route. The nearby marauders noticed the trio and grinned
evilly- They shuffled towards the party. Then the col or drained
fromtheir faces as they pointed past themtowards the M st-
wal | .

"Forma circle," Endril warned
Bith asked, "Wait. . . Wat are they pointing at?"
The three adventurers turned and | ooked.

Ri si ng above the Mstwall, coming fromthe canyon behind
the castle, sonething huge blotted out the setting sun

Was it a tree, inpossibly tall? O sonme pillar of a noun-
tain? O a waterspout? It was too tall to be anything living.
But it was.

It was Cal.
The boy that was their friend, that Bith had teased, that
Endril had argued with, that Hathor had joked with, strode

towards his enenmies, ninety feet tall

Bith marvell ed at nme vastaess of the magic before her
Per haps her magi ¢ had been enhanced by the runesword. O



perhaps it had been the presence of the dead magician in the
tower room the old faker who could not protect his people.
O maybe it was sonething within Cal. Watever had done

it, here he cane, tall as a god.
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Cal noved slowy, as if in a dream but he covered ground

like a cloud. His legs were thicker and taller than tree trunks.
H s cl othes napped in the breeze like a storm H's head was

lost in the brightness of the autum sky. A sound rolled out
too, a sound like thunder. It was |aughter froma true giant.

Cal marched full into the teeth of the Dark Lord's Dark
Arny.

BOOM BOOM BOOM The val l ey shook under his foot-

steps. The arny ran scream ng. A boot as big as a house
swept forward in slow notion. A pack of giants and ogres,

no bigger than ants to this giant, scattered in terror as that
boot crashed in their mdst. Two were kicked a hundred feet.
One di sappeared under Cal's hobnailed sole. Then the other
boot stanped down. Enemi es gi bbered and cowered and di ed.
Men, gnolls, trolls, ores, and a dozen other races ran and
screamed and tripped over one another. They either died or
they didn't as the giant's feet trod anong them They were
hel pl ess to save thensel ves.

A phal anx of sonet hi ng—they were too far for Bith and

the others to see who they were—ifted bows under the shouts
of an officer. A dozen skinny shapes released a flurry of ar-
rows at the giant's head- The tiny shafts struck hone in the
giant's face, but they only made himturn. Cal |ashed out with
the runesword.

The munbl e and grunt of runes was loud and weird, a

chorus of the dammed. The bl ade hummed t hrough the air.

The sword had grown along with its owner and was now a

shi ning rai nbow of death thirty feet long. Before the archers
coul d nove or even screamthe bl ade overtook them Like
grasshoppers trapped anong wheat they were scythed in half

to rain in bloody gobbets. The | augh cane again. It was a
deeper runble now, not the laugh of their friend Cal, Bith
realized, but the |augh of a god cone to earth to play. Vil
was there, owning Cal's body and using it.

A fireball shot into the sky and sizzled by the giant's dark
head. Cal swung around. Bith saw the source, too. A figure,

the tall, golden, god-man Schlein, stood in front of his tent
with both arms before him Another electric charge coursed

t hrough him sparkled along his arnms, and shot into the sky
toland in Cal's hair. It trailed flame up the side of his head.

T
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but the giant nmerely swiped at it with his hand and the fire
went out. Angry, Cal-Vili took a step

His left foot came down and blotted out another handfu

of soldiers. Then the right boot swung, slowy, inexorably.
Schiein | ost whatever spell he was mnmustering. A hundred ban-
ners and poles skittered aside before a worn | eather toe. The
| eader of the Dark Arny disappeared in a fireball just as the
boot connected. Schlein's tent and the one behind it were
kicked into the sky like a pig's bladder in sone gane. Bith
saw a wi nk of gold disappear toward the nmountains. At first
she thought it was Schlein hinmself, somehow riding his fire-
ball, then she realized it was his gol den throne.

The giant Cal, or Vili, reached down w th nonstrous
fingers towards the scorched spot where Schlein had disap-
peared. Bith could not see for what.

A grunt sounded behind her. The giri turned to find Hathor
and Endril being pressed for their lives.

The traitor Backbreaker had burst out the door of Castle

Cai rngormonto Bith and her conpanions. His grey statue's
face was twi sted and ugly, his nmouth a gash, his eyes wild.
Tal ons were raised high in the air like a bear's. He cane off
the bottomstep with a trenmendous | eap designed to carry

hi mt hrough Endril and Hathor and onto Bith. Right at that
nmonent, the girt was nore frightened than she had ever been
in her life.

Yet Endril and Hathor held like a stone wall. The trol

swung his axe overhead in a man-killing blow that made him
grunt. Endril lunged straight with his slimblack sword for
the nonster's throat. The axe bl ade t hudded onto Backbreak-
er's shoul der and bounced off. The slim black bl ade caught
in the hollow of his throat and bent with a crink. But Back-
breaker was rocked. ElIf and troll followed up with nore

bl ows, but so did the giant.

H s hands hissed through the air. One caught in Hathor's

back like a net filll of fishhooks. The troll was unprotected
wi t hout his thick bearskin. He sucked wind as the claws were
dragged forward and off his shoulder. Blood flowed froma

hal f dozen weals. Endril, faster than the eye could foll ow,
fended off the slash on his side with his netal glove. But the
cl aws came back quicker than a cat's. Hathor dropped his axe
and funbled for it even as his own bl ood nade his hands
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slippery. Endril slashed with his white knife, but every stripe

yielded only a dulled edge. The giant's skin was as tough as
soapst one.



Nor was Backbreaker their only attacker. The white sl ugs

wer e back, gibbering and quaking. They did not join in the
fight, but picked up stones to hurt. Bith noticed the stolid
trolls rolling up the slope towards them Another few m nutes
woul d find the three of them surrounded by a horde of evil
ten deep.

Endril didn't |ook back as he called, "Bith! Run! Fly!"

"I won't |eave you here!" she shouted, though her voice
shook.

"I't's you he”s after! For the price on your head! Fly and
he'll |eave us!"

A price on her head? Hers? Bith could barely believe it-

She certainly didn't believe that Backbreaker would give up
the attack on Endril and Hathor if she fled. And she coul dn't
just |l eave her brave friends here to die, even if that fate befel
her al so. Should she try another enlarge spell, on Hathor?
But Cal seened to have lost his mind. And she didn't know

if she had die energy for it—she m ght pass out fromthe
effort. Here she was agai n, wondering what to do while peo-
pl e died around her. Wy had she taken up her nother's pro-
fession? "I won't |eave!" she called again, to give herself
cour age.

"Then summon Cal! We need hinml"

"How?" she asked the air, for Endril was gone behind the

giant. Dwnarfed by his size and bulk, nme elf resorted to prick-
ing himin the back. Hathor had given up trying to regain his
axe. Instead he dove forward and grappl ed the giant around

t he wai st. Backbreaker roared for the first time in pain. Hathor
had bitten himdeep in the side with his white fangs. The

gi ant responded by ripping deeper into the troll's back. The
peasant snock parted |like a spider's web, as did the tough

skin beneath it.

Bith cried, "Stop that!" and rai sed both hands. Al npst

bef ore she knew it her shoulders and arms tingled. A blast of
fire shot fromher hands and weathed the giant's face. But

the nonster nerely blinked and shook his head and reached

for her again. He ignored the troll's bites, Endril's jabs, and
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BI'S own blindness to get the girl. Bith had no choice. She
turned and ran.

Right into the pack of trolls.

A brawny arm shot out and rapped her in the breastbone

so hard she sat down. She gasped for air as a dozen cal |l oused
hands pl ucked at her shoul ders, her hair, her legs. The trolls
meant to carry her off bodily. Bith jabbed her arms out straight
at ne lead troll, but another troll knocked them aside and her
spell fizzled, sparks dribbling fromher fingertips. She | acked
(be power to light a candl e anyway. Someone cl anped her

hands. Trollish heads bl ocked out the sky. Bith was hel pl ess.



She put her head back and screaned, ' 'Endril. | can't!’

Fast as he was, so fast he could often see humans bl i nki ng
and thinking, Endril the elf had nonethel ess been knocked
backwards by an elbow to the face fromthe gi ant Back-
breaker. The stunble actually saved his life, for unbeknownst
a gnoll had come up behind himto slip a spearpoint into his
ki dneys. Endril slashed backhand with his short knife and
opened t he doggi sh face fromnuzzle to jaw. The gnoll fel
away and Endril got clear- He swept the horizon with his
acute vision and m ssed not hi ng.

What he saw was bot h good and bad.

The Dark Arnmy was gone. Only a rabble was left. A con-

fused nob of villains skittered around the giant Cal's feet
with no plan except to escape personal destruction. They ran
up the valley, up to the walls, back towards the M stwall.
Anyone who stood still was squashed, any group that nus-
tered an attack was either kicked out of existence or stonped
on, or buried under a handful of soil and rock ripped from
the wal s around Cairngorm

The giant had stonped in ever wi der circles, and now he

was far down the valley near the Mstwall. Even as Endri

wat ched the giant reared back his head and blew a mi ghty
breath that swept into the fog bank and pushed it back. Putrid
colors roiled and coil ed and bubbl ed anew as the cl oud gave
up land it had clainmed. Cal—er Vili in his body—bl ew again
and shoved the Mstwall back a quarter mle, then a half.
Then he started a gane of sending nonsters hone. Many of
the evil ones near the wall had run for its shelter, and Cal
hel ped them al ong. Wth seven-I|eague strides he kicked a
dozen nonsters |ike toadstools so they disappeared into the
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foggy bank. Cal scooped up a handful of caterwauling nen

and ores and gnolls on his sword and flipped them far over

the top of the cloud. Then he stonped his feet hard, once,

twi ce. He hopped into the air and cane down wi th CRASH

that shook the entire valley and rattled rocks fromthe teeter-
ing castle behind Endril. The whole structure slowy caved
inon itself. The giant roared in delight at the consternation
and destruction of me Dark Lord' s arny.

But while Cal was wi nning a one-man battle with the Dark
Arny, his three small conpanions were | osing theirs. Hathor
still clung to Backbreaker's waist, but it was only iron will
that kept himthere. H s back was in shreds. Endril could
scarcely believe he had any blood left to shed. Bith was bur-
i ed somewhere under a pile of grasping trolls. She would be
saf e enough, he reckoned, since the price denanded her in-
tact. But nmore enemes were encircling the three of them

and only a miracle could save themnow. A mracle, or a

god.

Endril fished under his cloak and drew out his short bow.
Wth deft and | ong-practiced fingers he strung the unbreak-
abl e string and nocked an arrow. |If ever be had to nmake a



trick shot, it was now. He dodged the cowardly white non-
sters and drew back his arrow. He adjusted for the w nd,
aimed, held his breath, and | oosed.

Whet her it was the sharpness of the razor arrowhead, the
strength of the draw, or ne uncanny aim Endril never knew.
But it worked. The giant Cal snacked a hand to his brow

He rubbed at me sunken arrow as a normal nan might mas-

sage a fly sting. He | ooked around for the source of the pain
and saw his friends in trouble.

Wth a roar that rattled the hills Cal picked up his giant
feet and crashed them down. Wth one stride he covered half
the valley. Wth the next step he covered another quarter
with the third step, an eighth.

Endril slashed behind himwith a knife to keep gnolls at
bay. Bith was scream ng a blue streak, using some of Cal's
oat hs, and Hathor was still biting Backbreaker as they tum
bled on the ground. "Help is on the way!" the elf sang in a
voi ce that pierced the w nd.

"Hel ppppppp! !ttt Bith squaw ed.
Endril | ooked down ne valley again. Cal had arrived at die
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first wall of Cairngorm But instead of towering over it. he
had to hop. Endril peered and blinked. Somethi ng was w ong.

Cal was shrinking. It was hard to tell, with so strange a
perspective and | ooking down a hill at a wall, but the boy
was definitely not ninety feet tall any nmore. He was still taller

than the castle, but be had to put a hand on the wall to hop
over it as a shepherd would vault a fence. Cal raced up the
sl ope, covering less ground with every step. Endril groaned.
At this rate he'd be nornal -sized when he arrived. Wat had
happened? Had Endril's arrow awakened the Cal inside the
giant's body and negated the magi c? Had pain countered the
spell? O was it sinmply wearing of f? Whatever the cause,
Endril prayed to his woodl and gods that he hurry.

Cal clinbed the hillside in ten-foot |eaps. Endril sang

agai n, and Backbreaker | ooked up from where he was maul -

i ng Hat hor. Suddenly the giant shoved Hat hor free. Here was
somet hing worth fighting. The traitor gave a bawl that pierced
eardrunms as he raised his hands high

Cal was puffing when he arrived. He was still abnormally
tall, as tall as Backbreaker. He was obviously befiiddled as
to exactly what was going on. But the boy held the sword as
if it were a talisman. He faced the fearsone bl ood-soaked
Backbr eaker squarely.

The stone giant shrieked and | eapt full at the boy. Cal
sucked a deep breath, threw his arms back, and brought the
sword forward-

Wth one mghty crack the runesword cleft the stone giant



in half from pointed head to pointed crotch

Backbreaker, it seemed, had no blood in him but rather

bile like nolten netal. As his stone-cased body split a gout
of liquid fire pinwheeled into the air. A gobbet splashed onto
Cal's sleeve and inmediately set it on fire. Molten caustic
dri bbl ed down the shank of the runesword and burned his

gl oves. More acid sizzled onto the ground, etching a hole in
the flint slope and crisping the grass. The two hal ves of the
body col | apsed toget her and began to bum fierce and hot as

a blacksmth's forge, too hot to watch.

Cal dropped the runesword and frantically stripped off his
hor sehi de gl oves. Gholls how ed and sl ugs gi bbered in fright
at the flanmes. Endril slashed with his knife to get clear and
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to Bith's side. Hathor, exhausted and bl oody, managed to rol
over and sit up. The trolls holding Bith stood dunbfounded.

Then Cal hinmself how ed. He had picked up the pommrel
of the sword. It had no blade, only a nelted hunk no | onger
than his fingers. "Ch. NO"

The pause that followed the giant's destruction lasted only
a nonent. The remmins of Backbreaker nade a bright and
cheery bl aze that shrank rapidly. The gnolls grunted queries
anong t hensel ves. The slugs shuffled around the hel pl ess

Hat hor. The trolls retained their grasp on Bith so she could
not fl ee.

Endril sumred up the situation. The trolls were the threat.
There were nore man ten of them and they had Bith. Endri
addressed themin their own tongue. "WII you | oose the
worman now? Schlein is gone, his arny scattered. You have
no one to ransom her to."

The | eader of the trolls, a tall beast with yell ow fangs and
finger bones on a thong around his neck, glanced down into

the valley. The Dark Arnmy was still in chaos, but not as badly
as they had been five minutes ago. Knots of black nonsters,

whi pped by their superiors, advanced towards the wall

Soneone had raised a few standards before the only standing
tent. The valley floor mght be littered with dead, and many
bl ack trails | ed back towards the nowdistant Mstwall, but
there were scores of enemies left. The troll chief nodded that
way and barked, "W take her there. They pay us."

Endril nicked blood fromhis short knife. "She's one of
us- She stays."

The troll |eader glanced behind Endril. Hathor was on his

feet, weaving and weaponl ess. Cal had thrown down the stub

of the runesword. He hunted for another, but found none.

Bith was on her back with at least five hairy feet pressing her
flat.



The troll chief laughed harshly. "W kill you easy. Eat
your livers."

Endril took a step forward. Bith squirned and cl awed at a
trollish foot. Cal drew his dagger and handed Hat hor his

bl oody axe. The two linped to join the elf. The three stal-
warts stood together again, if only for a short time. The trolls
hefted their clubs and spears and grinned at the easy prey.

Endril spit out one word between his teeth. "Try."
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The wind flickered around themas they all stood frozen
It was a rising wind with a howl in its teeth.

O was it the wi nd?

Cal gl anced up the slope towards the castle Cairngorm He
put a tattered and buned sleeve to his forehead to w pe his
eyes. The how grew | ouder, nore articul ate, separate yet
uni t ed.

Cal roared with laughter and the trolls frowned.
"Look!" the weary boy called. "Look there! Cho! Look!"
CHAPTER

12

Howl i ng, shouting, banging their swords against their shields,
cheering, singing, crying, the people of Cairngorm charged
down the hill. They were fewer now, not many nore than a
hundred, but they came in a wave as if a thousand. Their

noi se was a war cry and a hymm and a shout of joy all rolled
into one.

The sight of them decided the gnolls and slugs. Wth a
whi ne and a squeal they bolted down the slope for the wall.

The trolls argued anong thenselves at this new turn. Half

of the party watched for only a second, then turned and fl ed.
Three others held Bith down as the | eader barked. The trol
next to himargued sone point and was struck in the face. In
that nmoment Endril |eapt. One clean sw pe of his knife opened
the chief's throat. He died gurgling. The other three picked
up their feet and ran. They didn't get far. The forefront of
t he Cairngorners' charge, the youngest and fl eetest, overtook
them and cut themto pieces.

By now the remmants of the Dark Arnmy in the valley had
noticed the charge, and with it all anbition fled. Ravaged by
a giant, deprived of their |eader, denied the safety of the
M stwall, and now attacked anew by a relentless and revital -
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i zed eneny, they broke. Throw ng weapons to the wi nd and
knocki ng down their brothers, the Dark Army left the field a
scattered rabble. The thin trails-leading to the Mstwall be-
cane a solid flood. At their heels cane human nen and

worren fighting for their native soil. They watered it now
with alien blood.

The four chanpions of Vili watched the charge go by with

i mreasurable relief. Hathor fell over backwards, the |ast
dregs of his awesone strength gone. Cal soon joined himon
the ground. Bith was already there, and she nade no effort
to rise. And so even Endril sat down cross-legged with his
friends. The air was cool and clear and quiet.

Hat hor the troll lay on his back and nopped bl ood from

his face with what was |left of his peasant's tunic. Then he
rummaged under his shirt and drew forth a dark root of sone
kind. Spitting on it to knock off the flecks of blood, he bit
of f a huge chunk and began to nmunch methodically. He

counted the colors of the twlight sky.

Caltus Talienson, ex-master swordsnen, picked up the stub

of the runesword. It had cooled, but it |ooked nore like a
nelted candl e than a sword. There was about nine inches of

bl ade intact. He tapped the end against a rock to see if it
broke. It didn't. Wth a sigh he brought out a whetstone and
experimented with sharpeni ng what bl ade was |eft.

Bith of the Lost Lands, daughter of Morea, straightened

her wide yellow belt with the devil's head belt buckle. She
rearranged the dozen pouches, buttoning down their tops

or drawing their strings tight. She tucked the silver wand
into her belt until it felt right. Then she pulled out a bone
conb and tugged at the burrs and sticks in her glossy black
hai r.

Endril the elf set his crooked sword and his hands on his
lap. He closed his eyes, let his face relax, and began a so-
norous song that barely registered on human ears.

And so Erin Barinsdotter round thema while later, when

the Iast of the Dark Arny had been di spatched or driven
beyond the Mstwall. Erin too crouched down. She regarded
each of themin turn with her open and honest bl ue eyes.
Finally she said, "What happened?”

No one spoke and she repeated the question. Tw ce.
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Cal put down his stone and sighed deeply. "That's a

good question. | don't think I know The last thing | renem
ber "

"W thought you were dead," Bith said.
weren't - "

m gl ad you



Slowy, piece by piece, the story was put together there on

t he sunny sl ope bel ow the ruins of Castle Cairngorm Bith
expl ai ned how her al ready-augnented enl arge spell nust have
been farther augnented by Cal's hol ding the runesword—er
somet hing. Endril speculated that either Vili had seized con-
trol of Cal's enormous body, or Cal's mind couldn't function
wel | under the strain of running such a |arge former sone-

t hi ng. Hathor nentioned that Backbreaker was no giant, not
with that fire inside him He was—sonet hi ng el se—t+he heat

of whi ch had been enough to slag even the nagical rune-
sword, which in turn had been the only thing capable of cut-
ting his stony hide. Hathor guessed their traitorous partner
had been a denon, honey-tongued and hol |l ow hearted. Bith
asked about this "price" on her head, and Endril replied he
didn't know for sure: he'd heard it bandi ed about by the trolls
at some point. Presumably Schlein had put out a bounty after
Bith demeaned himin front of his followers. Exactly what he
wanted wi th Bimno one knew, Bith included.

They all agreed they would be crowbait had not the Caim
gormers returned. Erin explained that they had just van-

qui shed the foes mthe cellars and escaped out a back tunne
when the M stwall receded and they decided to return for a

| ook. She thanked Cal profusely for that, since it seened the
Mstwall would be held at bay for some tine now, maybe a

few nore years even, and they could remain and possibly

find some permanent solution, or at |east a decent place to
retreat to. Cal said he couldn't take credit for nmuch. He didn't
renenber a lot of it—as a giant his mnd had been full of
wonder and glory and strength but not a | ot of sense.

Sonetime during the discussion. Castle Cairngormgave a

qui et groan and slipped over the edge of the ravine. It shat-
tered with a quiet huff and cl oud of dust at the bottom The
rock shelf was left bare. Erin said the castle had been falling
down for years anyway. The warrior wonan |left them after

that to tend to wounded and start fires for some supper. The
four conpani ons were al one again.
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Cal asked Hat hor, "Don't those wounds hurt?"
The troll peered at his shoulders and forearns and hands,

whi ch were covered with nore seeping gashes than skin.
"Not rmuch. Yours."

"1 don't have—" Then Cal noticed that yes, he too was

riddled with them including a bee sting-like welt on his fore-
head he couldn't explain. But there was little pain. Scratches
itched nore than anything else. "These should be—=

"Areward," piped a tiny voice they all recognized, "for

a sterling performance."

Cal held up the stub of runesword so they all could see.
Vili's tiny face was |like frost on the blade. A long face with
a forked beard and nustache and | ong drawn eyebrows. A

tricky face, like a fox's.



"This is our reward!" Cal asked. "A bal mfor wounds
suffered in battle? W got themon your behal f."

"You fought on your own behalf,"” the tiny god told him
"W only demanded you destroy the sword. Good work."

"You're free with your conplinments but little else,” Bith
chimed in. "Where's our big reward? Remenber. ' Anything
you want ?* "

"Well . . ." squeaked Vili, "W can not grant just any-
thing right now*

"Not hi ng, he neans," croaked Hat hor

"W have not a |l ot of power renaining. The channe

t hrough die sword hath drained us. W fade already ..."

It was true, his face was winking out like a reflection on a
cl oudy poof.

Endril said, "Convenient, how he fades when we have de-
mands. "

Cal shook the sword pomrmel . "That's for sure. Hey, you
weasly little crunb. You stay right—=

Vili was gone.

"I"d like to*>e giant around him" Cal said, "and stonp
himinto the ground."

"Next time we drink him" Hathor said, "then piss him
out onto fire."

Bith giggled and covered her nouth. Cal and Hat hor
| aughed a deep belly laugh. Endril smled.

"He'l | be back soon enough, | warrant,"” the elf said.
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"Remenber he mentioned swords'? This was only the first.
They' Il be others, and he'll be after us to destroy themtoo."

"Fat chance," said Cal. He held up the stub of a sword

and then threwit away in disgust. It clanged tar down the
slope. "I just wish we had something to show for all this
besi des scars."

Bith pointed a slimand dirty finger. "Cal, what's that green
thing sticking out of your shirt front?"

Cal tugged at it. "This? | don't know. What is it?" He
tugged at the green cloth and it came free, a lunp stitched
with red, "Wy it's—=



"Your father's banner!" Bith cried.

It was. Cal held the flag up. It was not large, only two feet
by three, and sinply nade- A red eagle took off for the sky
with a red fish in its beak, all against a green background.

"But how did | get this?" the boy asked.

Endril replied, "You rmust have picked it up fromthe ban-
ners before Schlein's tent. Yes, | renenber seeing you stoop
for sonething am dst your ranpage.”

Cal hung onto the flag. It snapped in the fresh wind Iike a
real sea eagle, proud and free and glad to be back in the right
hands.

Bith said, "There you are, Cal, there's the best somnething
you could ask to carry away."

Cal couldn't speak. He hugged the banner to his chest and
put his head down. Everyone el se was silent for a nonment.

Finally it was Bith who said, "Not bad for a stabl eboy.
Few of them have their own personal banners to carry into
battle."

Cal cleared his throat. Hs voice was still husky as he said,
"And you're still a princess, even w thout an entourage."

Bith lifted her hands. "No entourage? Look at ne. Sur-
rounded by ancient and | earned elves, sturdy, loyal trolls, and
seasoned warriors. One of each, anyway."

"Yes, an unlikely entourage," Endril said. "A deposed

princess, an errant knight, a gentle troll, a lost elf. Four nore
di sparate beings | doubt you could find in this worid, yet | ook
at us. We've learned to work together and | augh together, to
survive, to trust one another—tis no nean feat. And we had

one thing correct fromthe very start. W were neant to be
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four. Like the seasons, like the winds, |like the quadrants of
the sky. No nore, no less.”

Cal stood up. He rocked a nonent on his feet, but finally
stood steady. "And where are we four for next?"

The others stood up, Hathor with help. Bith replied, "I'm
not leaving this village until |1've had a bath."

"Of course, your highness," Cal quipped. "And your en-
tourage will be glad to fetch you hot water. We can use a few
days to replace our tackle too. | need a new sword, and we
nmust get Hat hor sone real clothes instead of tho&e scarecrow
rags." The troll grinned and poked Cal in the shoul der wth

a knotty finger. "But where then?"

Endril stroked his chin. "There's a forest to the north of
here, a beech forest, not far froma waterfall and a small



village. Lovely to see this tine of year. Very peaceful ."

Cal glanced at the others and w nked. "And when, Endri
old friend, were you last at this oh-so-lovely village?"

Endril returned his hand to his chin. "It would have been
some seasons ago, perhaps . . . two hundred and fifty?"

Cal, Bith, and Hathor all nodded. Then together they said,
"Why not ?"
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